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PART 1: CONFLUENCE 

 

CHAPTER  1 

 

“Winter arrives early in the high regions,” thought
Quintar, recalling one of his mentor Carathis’s stern lectures,
offered so many cycles ago during his youthful training, far away
to the southeast below the Great River’s confluence.

“Many good Yaakriders have been lost venturing into the high
mountains after the leaves of Payet lose their summer hues. Most
are lured by plentiful game— fattened by winter’s approach— and
quick profit.” Quintar rubbed his eyelids, ever haunted by the
Supreme Yaakleader’s fierce glare and waving finger. “But the
experienced amongst our guild understand the danger of late season
hunts. They know well that paths amid the peaks can narrow to
little more than a Yaak’s breast, and howling blizzards can sweep
from deceivingly peaceful skies.”

Beneath Quintar, the huge Yaak-beast shuddered. “You must
never forget, young Yaakrider— carelessness can bring swift
death.”

Quintar stroked his sweat-gnarled beard, and brushed unkempt
brown hair from his broad shoulders. The Supreme Yaakleader’s
image—swirling through Quintar’s weary mind— faded slowly to
towering snow-swept peaks, glowing pale-red beneath Ellini’s
crescent.

Quintar searched the deepening sky for bright yellow Alberon. He
shivered anticipating winter’s approach— lonely Thermegan skimming
the western horizon following cycles of bitter cold, and snow piled
higher than a man’s shoulder, or a Yaak’s knees. He pulled his
battered overcoat close and his longbow tight.

Quintar felt the beast quake again. “Steady Shila,” he
whispered, stretching his own cramped legs bound to a harness
fastened to the Yaak’s shaggy hip.

Beneath him, the Yaak-beast distributed her bulk over two
powerful legs. Her hunched neck supported an over-sized head,
complete with a flattened nose and black saucer eyes. The great
beast turned slowly from the clearing, pointing her hairy head
toward the distant slopes. She drew deep, steady breaths into her
massive lungs.

Quintar studied the endless peaks upon which the Yaakbeast
gazed— the great northern mountains disappeared beyond the clouds
and Quintar’s familiarity. Shila thrust forth two strong arms— each
the length of a man— flexing spindly fingers as if clawing some
nameless and unseen foe.

Moments later, the huge biped turned leisurely back to the
clearing. Quintar shook his head. No man could ever understand
a Yaak's thoughts, he mused.

Suddenly, Quintar noticed three pig-creatures meandering near
the forest’s edge. Glancing to Shila’s right, he located massive
Anderro squatting several meters into the woods. Upon Anderro’s
hip, Lenna pulled two arrows from his quiver. Quintar turned his
eyes to Thimbar, crouching motionless near the forest’s opening
below. Thimbar’s rider Enro returned Quintar’s glance with a
fleeting nod.

Quintar drew his bow and released his arrow, striking a pig’s
breast. Lenna’s arrow thumped the same yelping animal a heartbeat
later. A net jumped from the meadow’s floor near Thimbar.

 Shila and Anderro lumbered forward, flanking the
zigzagging pigs. With surprising speed and agility, the Yaak herded
the prey toward stationary Thimbar. Two pigs ran directly into the
net— ensnared and thrashing— while the wounded creature skipped
wide and raced from the clearing.

 Quintar caught Lenna’s eye. With a sharp tug on Shila’s
hair, Quintar urged the beast past Thimbar and into the woods.

 

Quintar held tight as Shila ambled through the forest drawing
pig’s scent through flared nostrils. The ground sloped downward and
the trees gave way to squat bushes. Shila plodded down a steep
bank, slowed, and halted.

Quintar inhaled deeply. He pushed aside the Yaak’s mane, and
peered out over a mountain stream ravine, strewn with huge boulders
and uprooted trunks. Quintar’s prey lay convulsing beneath Shila’s
three-pronged toes.

Quintar pulled himself from his harness and hurriedly gutted the
pig-creature. He tossed the entrails to gathering scavengers and
secured the carcass to Shila’s side.

Quintar staggered to the stream’s edge. He dipped his knife into
the frigid water and glanced downstream.

A dull metallic surface caught the Yaakman’s eye. He paused.
Is my weary mind playing tricks on me?

Quintar tossed icy water across his brow and brushed away the
drops. He scanned the rocky riverbank again, spotting instantly the
peculiar object buried amid roots at the stream’s edge.
Instinctively, Quintar gazed upward and upon the barren cliffs
overlooking the vale. The Yaakman pondered for a moment and then
shook his head.

Quintar trudged downward along the stream’s edge, ducking
beneath tangled branches and pushing aside thick grassy reeds.
Eventually, he stood before the clump. Quintar reached out and
guardedly stroked the object’s smooth surface, marveling at its
flawless texture, and wondering of its makers and its purpose.
Quintar clutched some roots, pulling himself atop the knotted
mess.

The Yaakman froze— a mesh of smashed compartments and jagged
metal beams lay before him.

Quintar lowered himself into the root-clogged jumble. He noticed
a single undamaged compartment, about man-height, with dirt-caked
walls and what appeared to be a circular entryway at waist level.
He ran his hands across the entrance, brushing moss from a latch at
the gateway’s center. Quintar rubbed his hairy chin. He grasped the
handle firmly and turned. The door popped open. A moldy stench
filled the Yaakman’s nostrils. He crawled inside.

Quintar’s eyes adjusted slowly to the darkness. In the shadows,
he saw two unclothed human skeletons strapped to cushioned seats by
the neck and waist. Metallic bracelets bound the skeleton's ankles
and hands.

He paused.

Quintar pulled himself from the chamber and atop the root-clump.
He noticed Shila wandering along the rocky shallows. He leaped from
the clump and hurriedly climbed into her harness. Without urging,
Shila set off trampling through the reeds and up the riverbank.
Quintar never looked back.

 

Shila plodded back to the meadow where they’d begun their chase.
Quintar noticed small, green-furry rodents scurrying over the
entrails of Lenna and Enro’s prey, and winged scavengers lurking in
the shadowy trees above Anderro and Thimbar. Below the stoic
beasts, Enro and Lenna gathered their weapons.

Lenna grinned broadly. “Quintar, have you ever seen such Chakra?
Just another quarter cycle and—”

“Daylight burns quickly,” Quintar interrupted. “And Alberon
rises late tonight.” Quintar caught Enro’s steely gaze. “At
sunrise, we return to Tyrie.”

Lenna spat and sheathed his knife. Enro stroked his gray beard,
and then climbed atop Thimbar. Lenna mounted Anderro. The two hairy
beasts lumbered into the darkening woods.

The meadow quieted.

Quintar’s thoughts drifted as he watched scavengers pick the
Chakra’s remains. He noticed a Great Thrikar circling against the
ever deepening sky; its enormous wings unfurled and bulbous eyes
shifting. The bird swooped over the bloody entrails, sending furry
scavengers squealing and scattering. The Thrikar hovered for a
moment, and then rushed downward, snatching the pig’s head in sharp
talons. Majestically, it whooshed skyward, carrying away its
prize.

Quintar sighed deeply. Shila sprung forward and into the
forest.

 

Quintar closed his eyes as the forest rushed by. Thimbar led the
giant Yaak single file through the brush and woods. Quintar held
tight to hairs on Shila’s lower neck while the strangeness of the
object along the riverbank haunted him still.

The three beasts ambled over a ridge, and descended the bank of
a mountain stream. They followed the stream down a narrow, twisting
path. Quintar listened to the splashing of enormous feet through
shallow water.

Darkness overcame the forest and the trio of beasts slowed.
Quintar noticed glowing campfires on the opposite shore.

He thought only of rest.

**********

Quintar lay under his canvass shelter wrapped in woolen
blankets. Ominous clouds moved from the north, and both moons
disappeared from the night sky. Quintar saw his warm breath by the
campfire’s light. He drifted into a restful sleep.

 

He was alone atop a high pinnacle where the air was clear
and also quite thin. Above his head, fluffy white clouds rolled
effortlessly towards a horizon with no end. The sky was a deeper
blue than he had ever seen. But he could see no sun!

A vast, green valley lay before him, sliced by a wide river,
and cradled by steep slopes and rolling hills. To the north, the
river split at a vast confluence surrounded by checkered farmlands.
Below the river’s convergence on the river’s western shore, he
beheld a congregation of homesteads, bellowing white smoke, set
upon tiers connected by a labyrinth of seven twisting
roads.

 Quintar recognized the settlement of Tyrie: the
greatest of three colonies that encompassed the lands of the Great
Confluence. And the place he had grown to manhood.

An odd-looking, gold and black Thrikar flew over his head
and perched on a rock ledge next to him. “Behold,” said the bird to
the astonished Quintar. The bird pointed its wing downward, toward
the confluence’s farmlands.

 

Quintar envisioned his youth nearly four seasons past: the
towering figure of his father atop his plow, driving snorting
Zampha-ox through fertile fields washed by spring’s massive
flooding. And his father’s smiling face as he lifted Quintar to
hold its reins.

“There will come a time when you and your brother will take
over,” Quintar heard his father say. “Then you can teach your sons
as I’ve taught you, and carry on our most honorable traditions. You
will be the fifth, Quintar; you will be our fifth
generation.”

Quintar saw his young self, withdrawn and silent.

Quintar recalled the first time he witnessed the brave
Yaakriders emerge from the wilds on their mysterious beasts, their
manner stern and their faces hardened from years of unimagined
adventures in distant regions. He thought of nothing else
since.

He remembered the day he received the letter bearing the
Supreme Yaakleader’s seal, and his great joy, followed by deep
sadness. He recalled his mother’s tears on the day he left to begin
his apprenticeship, and his sister’s embrace. He remembered
approaching his father working the fields, but the farmer wiped his
brow and looked away, and Quintar moved onward… .

Quintar lowered his head, and then he scowled. “You have
shown me nothing I don’t already know, bird. Why torment me
so?”

The bird squawked: “You do not know all, Yaakrider. Many
things of this world are shrouded in darkness. But, if want to see,
you must first let yourself fly. Do you wish to be blind
forever?”

Quintar furrowed his brow. “But I cannot fly, I have no
wings. I’ll plummet to the ground to my death.”

“You will not fall, if you search for the truth,” the bird
cackled. Then the bird launched from its perch and flew away toward
the eastern horizon. Moments later, it was gone.

Quintar looked around, and to his astonishment, his arms
became wings made of bright, multicolored feathers. He looked
downward and beheld huge talons where his feet should have been. He
moved his wings tentatively at first, but as he gained confidence,
he flapped hard. Suddenly, he lifted from the ground.

The feeling was like none he had experienced before. He felt
a sense of exhilaration and freedom. He soared above the highest
perch, above the highest mountain, and down the valley of the Great
River. He glided above the tallest trees, across green meadows and
fields, and over deep-blue lakes.

“Look up there! The Thrimara,” the people of the valley
cried. “He will make us see. He will show us!”

“I am not worthy,” Quintar replied, with eyes
downcast.

“Lead us,” they said. “Or we will live forever in
darkness.”

“I will try. I can only try, but I can’t promise… ”

He flew out of the valley towards the distant eastern
mountains, and upon a strong updraft, spiraled into blue sky. When
he reached the farthest mountain, he began to struggle; his wings
felt like stone. He felt as if he were flying through
water.

He could go no farther.

He looked down at his feet and gasped— his thin bird-ankles
were bound with heavy metal rings.

He plummeted, but never reached the ground.

 

Quintar awoke to the sounds of snoring Yaakriders. Dawn had not
arrived, yet the camp glowed in a dull light. He propped himself up
for a better look.

A blanket of fresh snow covered the forest’s floor.




CHAPTER  2

 

Quintar pushed through throngs of swirling citizens and barking
peddlers in Tyrie’s Central Marketplace just as the late morning
sun peeked above the snow-capped peaks enveloping the Valley of the
Great Confluence. He stopped and closed his eyes, allowing memories
of the long hunt to evaporate, replaced by pungent aromas of
roasting meats and boiling stews.

“Looking for somewhere to spend your credits, good Yaakman,” a
merchant bellowed, bowing curtly. With exaggerated grace, he waved
his hand slowly over his wares. “Well, as you can see, I present
the finest goods from all three of Tyrie's settlements. Perhaps
you’d be interested in a nice wool coat, stitched by the finest
seamstresses in the northern settlement of Norelda, or lush furs
gathered at outposts on the wilderness’s edge. I also have smoked
fish, pulled from Lake Adair's crystal-clear waters, and prepared
south of the falls of Kahnor in the noble settlement of Adair.”

Quintar grinned, running his fingers through freshly clipped
hair. The Yaakman understood the merchant’s routine all too well.
Seasons ago, he and Lenna had spent many a summer day playing amid
the markets, getting into mischief, or running errands for a credit
or two.

The merchant rubbed his chin “Come, Master Quintar, there’s
little reason to be coy. The markets have been buzzing for days
with tales of your recent bounty. Most agree it was the finest
Chakra-pig presented at auction in recent memory. Sadly, an
unpretentious merchant like me could not dream of matching the
highest bids.”

“My humble regrets,” Quintar said teasingly.

“Maybe you wish to treat your beasts to some tubers as tribute
to their service. A gesture of good fortune, is it not?” The
merchant turned, gathering a yellow-green root. “Just look at this
fresh Charkur. Do your beasts not deserve the best?”

“Farm-grown?” The all too familiar voice sliced through the
browsing citizens. Even Quintar, if for only a moment, felt his
heart flutter and his breath deepen. The man strode forward,
parting the remaining market-goers like he bore a deadly
plague.

“Master Carathis,” the merchant stammered. “I…”

“I asked whether this Charkur is farm-grown,” the Supreme
Yaakleader said, stroking his neatly-trimmed mustache and
grey-streaked beard.  “I cannot state my question any
clearer.” Carathis's green eyes never wavered from the beleaguered
merchant. Carathis's brooding eminence was legendary amongst
Tyrie's citizens, and it was said that only a man or women with
great nerve could withstand the Supreme Yaakleader's deadly stare
for more than a handful breaths.

The merchant swallowed hard, gathering his courage. “I can
assure you this root is certified-grown by the farmers on the Great
Confluence, Master Yaakrider. Fair-minded merchants are well aware
of the statutes forbidding the collection of the beast’s wild
feed.” He bowed.

Carathis snatched the root and sniffed. He caught Quintar’s eye,
and then nodded. “Come, Quintar, let us walk together and away from
these crowds. We must discuss something of great importance.”

 

The two Yaakriders strolled wordlessly through the bustling
market; its cobbled streets congested with peoples of all status,
and dozens of carts filled with wares of every imaginable sort,
drawn by shaggy two-horned quadrupeds. Quintar lagged a respectful
half-step behind Carathis's brash presence, knowing well the
Supreme Yaakleader's aversion to idle chatter.

Carathis led Quintar out of the markets and across Tyrie’s
lowest tier. Soon, they passed Tyrie’s Great Meeting Hall and Hall
of Commerce, and a number of large, private homes owned by Tyrie’s
successful merchants and traders, or political leaders, or
organizers of metalworker or mining guilds. Above them and to the
west, the road twisted upward and the homesteads became more
modest, constructed for a growing class of smaller merchants,
tradespeople, weapon makers, carpenters, and builders. Quintar
recalled that Druiden, master of Adair’s Academy of Knowledge and
census taker, reported that over nine thousand humans now resided
just below the Great River’s confluence.

 Beyond the buildings to the east, lay a sloping floodplain
ending at the banks of the Great River— its blue-green water
seeping gracefully southward.

Once the crowds thinned, Carathis slowed and turned to Quintar.
“I have named you to represent Yaakriders at this year's Great
Council.”

Quintar's eyes widened. He shook his head, lost for the correct
words to respond.

“Do you have any questions?” Carathis asked with a devilish
smirk. “Perhaps a comment? I have named you to one of the most
prestigious positions in the lands, and you walk beside me, mute? I
expected more of you.”

“No Carathis, I am honored. Yet, I can think of many Yaakleaders
more senior, and perhaps more deserving.”

“Always the humble man,” Carathis said. “But I have chosen you,
Quintar. And I alone possess the only vote of consequence. So it is
written in the bylaws of our guild.”

Quintar took a few steps to digest what he had just heard. With
his brain still reeling, he asked the only question that came to
mind: “When will the Great Council meet?”

“Twelve days following Ellini’s full cycle, and, of course,
after the members are assembled.”

“An interesting date…The assembly will gather under a moonless
sky?”

“Yes, a day chosen by Ruma himself. I guess he reasoned having a
meeting during the celebrations would assure good fortune.”
Carathis shrugged. “Yet alas, it is his privilege to do so.”

“Yes,” Quintar said. “Good fortune is always welcome, yet never
guaranteed.” Quintar glanced downward and upon the passing road,
sighing deeply. “Yet I give my word, Carathis; I will be ready for
council.”

“Good, good. And I will give you ample time to structure your
thoughts. I’m ordering you north to meet the Noreldan
representatives at Lake Norelda’s ferry docks upon Alberon’s
half-phase. I’m commanding Hassen south to Adair to escort the
representatives from the southern settlement.”

“And who will I have the honor of escorting back to Tyrie?”

“Samael will represent the Noreldan merchants, a newly elected
man named Balyar will represent the ranchers on Norelda’s slopes,
and our old friend Tharmstron will speak for the northern trapper
communities.”

“Everyone in Norelda knows Master Samael,” Quintar said. “And I
have met the trapper Tharmstron, but I have never heard of a
rancher named Balyar.”

“And there will be a fourth person— another trapper— who will
attend the meeting at the behest of Master Druiden of Adair, and
tell a story the subject of which even I know nothing.”

“A second trapper?”

“Yes.” Carathis shrugged. “Yet in matters of the Great Council,
we Yaakriders do as we’re told without question.”

“Still, I must—”

“What you must do is prepare! A man confident in his facts
should not fear speaking before others. I have listened to you
lecture those under your command, and I have no doubt of your
competence.”

“Yes,” Quintar replied, bowing curtly.

**********

Farissa's Inn and Pub was a landmark amongst the people who
inhabited the lands of Tyrie. Nestled amid the settlement’s second
tier, Farissa boasted the finest brew found in all the lands, and
distilled Jenna that many testified was unmatched in quality and
smoothness.

Farissa himself was an affable fellow, who ran his establishment
with his wife and eight children. Yet even Farissa had his limits,
and he had little tolerance for unruly behavior amongst his
patrons.

Quintar and Lenna sat under Farissa’s soft lanterns in the
crowded pub’s corner. Quintar took a sip of brew and wiped his
lips. Lenna raised a huge glass of Jenna. Belching loudly, Lenna
wiped a tiny stream of golden-brown liquid from his unshaven
chin.

“It’s best to beware Farissa’s Jenna, my friend,” Quintar said,
eying his companion somberly.

“Representative to the Great Council of Tyrie…?” Lenna shook his
head, raising his glass. “I would have wished to see the look on
Hassen’s face.”

“Carathis could have selected any Yaakleader. He cares little
for seniority.”

“Nor does Carathis care of others grumbling within the guild, or
so it appears.”

“I cannot speak for others, yet I doubt any rider would have
questioned Hassen’s appointment.”

Lenna took another long swig of Jenna and waved his finger. “Nor
does the majority of the guild dare question any of Carathis’s
decisions. There are riders who believe Hassen’s time has passed,
while an equal number say Quintar’s time draws closer.”

Quintar slowly sipped some brew, lowering the mug gently to the
table’s polished surface. “Hassen has rightfully earned his status
as Carathis’s second.”

“With that, I can agree.” Lenna turned his wavering eyes toward
the table beside them, where three burly, bearded men sat talking
loudly. Each bore clothes fashioned from wild animal skins. A rack
of rich furs lay against the closest wall. Lenna leaned over and
spat on Farissa’s floor. “Trappers… I can smell their stench from
here.”

Quintar eyed Lenna sharply.

Lenna sighed. “Yet, perhaps in your case, Carathis is motivated
beyond loyalty?”

Quintar leaned slowly back in his chair, feeling like he had
eaten the bitterest of root. “Ruma?”

“Your father leads the Council, does he not?”

“Carathis knows politics. He understands that Ruma and I are
father and son in blood only. What advantage could Carathis
seek?”

“Blood carries a strong bond, my friend. And your brother Hayden
has also been chosen to represent the confluence’s farmers?”

“Hayden and I have not spoken since childhood.”

“Still…”

Quintar leaned close. “Listen Lenna, Hayden has spent half his
life trying to ride Ruma’s reputation into the Great Meeting Hall.
I have even been told he brags openly of replacing Ruma when my
father passes. I wish my brother well, yet unless Carathis has
chosen me simply to enrage Ruma, I can only predict my father’s
indifference.” Quintar shrugged.

Lenna grinned broadly. “So you do take an interest in
politics?”

Quintar waved his hand. “I have little interest in days filled
with boring speeches and endless debates.”

Lenna again took a gulp of Jenna, slamming the glass to the
table and belching vigorously. One of the three trappers sitting
beside them, a huge man with flaming red hair and a rugged face,
bellowed loudly.

Lenna's face straightened; his eyes narrowed. “That's what
Farissa gets when he leaves his doors open to vermin,” he said,
much too loudly for Quintar’s comfort.

Quintar shook his head.

The table of trappers abruptly quieted. “Do you have a problem,
Yaakrider?” the red-headed trapper blurted forcefully.

Quintar raised his palm. “No, my trapper comrades, but I’m
afraid my companion has had too much of Farissa’s Jenna.”

“Well, Farissa does make a strong drink. Your friend should be
more mindful of his manners.” The trapper shook his head, turning
with exaggerated emphasis back to his companions.

Lenna chortled loudly.

“And what of you?” Quintar asked, hoping to maintain Lenna’s
wavering attention. “Have you found a buyer for your
homestead?”

“A merchant came to me a few cycles ago. He says he wants it for
his son or daughter. He said he would stop by in the next few days,
before we set out along the northern trail.”

“Your furnishings alone should fetch a decent price.”

Lenna sat for a few moments staring into his glass. “And who
will we be carrying back with us from Norelda?”

“A merchant, a rancher, and two trappers.”

“Two trappers? Why a second trapper?”

“Carathis told me this man was invited to the meeting to tell a
story, the subject of which we know nothing.”

Lenna sniffed. “What yarn will he spin to waste the Council’s
time?”

Quintar shrugged.

“I wouldn’t trust any trapper,” Lenna bellowed. “They'll do
anything to gain power amongst the settlement’s elite.”

“All men have the right to be represented fairly.”

“If it were up to me, no trapper would be allowed to disgrace
the Council. And now, they allow two?” Lenna chuckled grimly.
“Well, I’m consoled with the knowledge that all trappers hate Yaak.
I enjoy watching them squirm when harnessed to the beasts.”

The three trappers abruptly rose to their feet, turning to
Quintar's and Lenna's table. Lenna smiled broadly, leaping from his
chair. A moment later, Quintar sighed, rising also.

Farissa, who had been keeping his eye on the situation, jumped
in between the mismatched groups. Farissa's three grown sons closed
inward for support.

“Master Quintar,” the Innkeeper said firmly. “I feel it’s time
to escort Master Lenna from my establishment. I’ve been watching
him for quite some time and I believe he has had a bit too much
Jenna for my comfort.”

Lenna cackled like a madman.

Quintar could see anger in the Innkeeper's face, but deep within
Farissa's eyes Quintar noticed a touch of deep sorrow. Quintar
nodded dutifully and grasped Lenna's arm. With a bit of firmness,
he began leading Lenna away.

Lenna burst violently from Quintar's grip, turning and glaring
at the Yaakleader with a fury Quintar rarely saw in his lifelong
friend.

Lenna paused for a moment, and then staggered toward the
door.




CHAPTER  3

 

Barrazan braced against the ship’s creaking planks drawing warm
sunlight to his bronzed face. He inhaled deeply, the cool moist
air, opening his eyes to an infinite horizon and fluttering
lakebirds dodging Lake Adair’s gentle swells.

Barrazan lived and breathed the lake’s calm serenity, yet he
also reveled in its shuttering fury, when the northwest gales
gathered the waters into towering monsters, enough to swallow any
ship regardless its size. He recalled, gazing outward from Adair’s
docks in his youth, dreaming of the day he would gain freedom from
the land and conquer the lake's mystique— dreaming of escape from
the drunken shell of a man he so loathsomely called father, and a
series of lazy, Jenna-swilling step-mothers, Barrazan could barely
recall or even wish to remember.

And yet his fortunes turned on the day he lay, bloodied and
close to death by his father's whip, in Adair's gutter— barely able
to move or walk; his arm shattered, the cursed words 'worthless'
and 'vermin' swirling through his confused head— a young boy
begging passersby for a sharp knife to relieve his pain and rescue
him from his world; his dream of life on the lake abruptly in
ruins.

Instead, Barrazan was found by a ship-owner named Cariak, who
took the boy into his home and nursed him slowly back to health.
Upon which the Chief granted him the position of cabin boy,
assigned to Cariak’s modest vessel; although admittedly, even young
Barrazan understood there was little need for such a position.

Barrazan smiled inwardly, eying Chief Cariak climbing upon the
mainsail's mast. He thought little of his past life, ensnared by
the challenges of the present. But Barrazan’s gut warmed knowing
good men like Cariak strode this world— honorable men. And he
thought many times of offering his gratitude to the man who saved
his life, yet always deferred to Cariak’s pride and stubborn
self-deprecation.

Now under a slight breeze and upon a wavering mast, Chief Cariak
pulled onto the high lookout. Holding on tightly with leathery
hands, he scanned the blue waters surrounding him.

Standing beside Barrazan, Demprias baited the last of a series
of equally spaced hooks. He leaned close to Barrazan's ear. “What
do suppose the old man's after?”

“Big game.”

“Kalsh?”

“Late spawn.”

Demprias spat. “Kalsh is a waste of my time and a lessening of
my share.”

“Tradition,” Barrazan replied brusquely, securing the line's end
to a hollowed wooden float.

“Adair's superstitions do not interest me.”

“Sometime I wonder what interests you, Demprias… other than
credits and women.”

“Aye, I have many interests, dear Barrazan. Have you considered
my proposition?”

Barrazan shook his head and glanced around uneasily. “Chief
Cariak has always treated me more than fairly. Most men of the lake
would kill to be Cariak’s Firstmate.”

“But, everyone in Adair knows the conglomerates have offered you
Chief on most any ship. You have nothing here to prove, my
friend.”

“The conglomerates have many ships and countless bosses. Here,
I’m beholden to one man, and myself. I'm content… ”

Demprias tossed the line into the frothing water. Barrazan
shoved the float off the deck.

“But you are still Firstmate Barrazan, not Chief. You must think
of the future.”

Barrazan sighed. “I sometimes wonder for whose future you
speak?”

A wry smile creased Demprias's sun-touched face. “Of course I’d
only expect to follow your humble footsteps.” He bowed
mockingly.

“I see… ”

“So tell me, Barrazan, what are your plans after season? Ice
fishing? Laboring in the warehouses?”

Barrazan shrugged.

“Ah, I figured as much. You are wise in the ways of the water,
my friend, yet ignorant in the ways of land. The warehouses pay
nothing, and the settlement’s prospects are no better.”

“Then what do you suggest, my suddenly ambitious friend?”

Demprias pulled closer. “Listen, during winter we could build
our own boat and split the profits. The real credits are in
ownership.”

“You have a history of big dreams and little action. I recall
just this past spring…” Barrazan chuckled mockingly.

“It’ll be different this time.”

Barrazan sighed. “And where do we rent the shed and the tools?
And who do we contract for the lumber?”

Demprias smiled, grasping Barrazan’s shoulder. “I have a cousin
in—”

“Prepare to retrieve all lines,” Chief Cariak shouted, thrusting
his gnarled fingers toward a mid-lake shoal. “Repus, Aremia… tend
the sails.”

Demprias grunted loudly while Barrazan laughed.

Barrazan rushed aft and loosened the rudder. Gathering his
strength, he pulled the ship starboard. Demprias grabbed a long
pole with a hooked tip. Repus and Aremia leaped to mid-ship and
began to free the mainsail’s ropes.

The ship turned slowly. Demprias caught Barrazan’s eye, aiming
the pole toward the bobbing floats. Barrazan nodded, adjusting the
rudder. Demprias thrust the pole into the waves and hooked the
line. He pulled inward until the float was within arm’s reach.

Barrazan secured the rudder and rushed to Demprias’s side. The
two men hurriedly tugged the lines from the water. Occasionally, a
silver-scaled Quidida flopped to the deck, and the men kicked the
fish toward the hold. Several of the glistening fish slithered off
the planks, flashing back into the lake. “A waste… ” Demprias
muttered.

Barrazan glanced amongst the waves. He noticed sharp rocks
jutting from the rippling surface several hundred meters to the
ship’s left. Barrazan caught Cariak's eye. Barrazan pointed toward
the shallows. Cariak nodded.

Cariak cupped his hands to wafer-thin lips. “Men—”

Barrazan waved his hand. Repus and Aremia dropped the mainsail,
flushing lakebirds to the breeze. The ship staggered, gripped by
the lake’s swells.

Aremia, Repus, and Demprias fanned out across along the ship’s
rail. The three men stood motionless, casting their eyes upon the
undulating waves. Barrazan clambered to mid-ship. He grasped the
rail and stared deep into the crystal clear water. A few breaths
later, Barrazan noticed the murky depths transform into huge
boulders, passing like huge monoliths, seven or eight meters
beneath the hull.

“Give me signs,” Cariak said. “Anything.”

Suddenly, Barrazan eyes were drawn to the lake’s surface. A
small silver fish thrashed amongst the swells several meters to
port. A heartbeat later, a school of fish churned the water, and
then disappeared. Barrazan pointed. “Chief—”

Cariak nodded. “They’re feeding on the reef.” A smile creased
the Chief’s leathery face. “Repus, Aremia, get the harpoons
ready.”

Barrazan grabbed his gloves and hurried across the slick deck
from mid to starboard. Aremia and Repus returned to the rail
carrying wooden rods tipped with barbed spears; each rod trailed
coils of rope. Cariak climbed down off the mast.

“Demprias, help Repus,” Barrazan commanded.

A chill wind brushed Barrazan’s face and the lake’s surface
rippled. Barrazan grasped the starboard rail as the ship creaked
sideways to the wind. Barrazan noticed a cluster of dark clouds
swirl across the windward horizon.

Suddenly, Barrazan saw a huge, white form roll over the surface.
Within a blink of his eye, it sank beneath the waves. A second
creature emerged to Barrazan’s right. Barrazan studied its massive
outline against the shallow reef below. The creature flashed over
the rocks, and then swooshed away into deeper water. “A pair, and
they’re big,” Barrazan shouted. “The female’s belly is full.”

“Too big to net,” Cariak hollered. “And too fast to chase.
Prepare the bait.”

Barrazan nodded. “Demprias—”

Demprias grabbed two buckets of fish guts. Shuffling to the
rail, he dumped the contents overboard.

The water beneath Barrazan turned a ghastly green-purple. Once
again he peered deep into the water. Within twenty breaths, the
rocky bottom gave way to deepening blue. Suddenly, Barrazan saw a
white flash far beneath the surface— a moment later, a second
flash. Barrazan waved his hand.

“Be ready, men,” Cariak cried. “They’ve caught the scent, and
are collecting below.”

Suddenly, a huge ugly head with two long whiskers breached the
surface, rolling across the dispersing bait. Barrazan jumped back,
caught in the glare of two blank eyes each the size of a man’s
waist.

Repus flung his harpoon, but it deflected off the giant’s fin.
Hurriedly, Repus withdrew the harpoon and tossed again. This time,
the harpoon struck the Kalsh’s flesh just below its spine, and held
tight.

“Good work Repus,” Barrazan shouted. “That’s the male. Let’s get
the other.”

The crew cheered.

“Don’t offer congratulations yet,” Cariak cautioned. “These old
dogs have plenty of fight, and the female’s always stronger.
There’s still work to be done to land these beasts. Trust my
words…”

Cariak shuffled over to the starboard deck just as a second huge
form emerged beside the boat. Aremia eyed the beast, holding his
harpoon steady. Chief Cariak jumped to his side and secured the
rope. “Steady man. Look for the spot below the spine, and don’t hit
her swollen belly. Don’t waste a throw. Wait, Now!”

Aremia sunk his harpoon deep into the second fish. Aremia and
Cariak pulled the rope tight. The fish made a strong run toward its
struggling partner, and then suddenly away. Aremia fell to the
deck, losing his grip. Cariak held on, bracing his heels on the
deck’s lip. Aremia jumped back up, regaining his hold.

The two powerful fish tugged the boat in many directions.
Barrazan rushed aft and grabbed the rudder; he tried desperately to
keep the ship from spinning and tangling the two ropes.

Cariak huffed and laughed. “These two are a tough old couple,
probably older than Cariak. It’s a pity to take them.”

The fish harpooned by Repus began to tire, and soon the
wriggling giant swam placidly beside the boat. Demprias sliced the
fish’s gullet, and a dark-green blood mucked the water. Repus
threaded a rope through the monster’s gaping mouth and out its
undulating gill.

“Watch the other,” Cariak said. “The blood will enrage the
female.”

The second fish made a violent run away from the boat, and then
deep into the lake. Cariak and Aremia held fast. Repus and Demprias
ambled over to help. All four men struggled to control the fish as
it dove into the lake’s shadowy depths. The rope strained.

In time, the creature fatigued, and the men regained most of the
rope. Once again, Barrazan noticed the giant’s outline beneath the
lake’s waves. The fish made several more runs, before surrendering
to the fishermen’s strength and stamina. Breathing heavily,
Barrazan stooped to the water and sliced mercifully.

The crew gathered their strength and lugged the two beasts onto
the deck. Green guts spilled across wooden planks while lakebirds
circled overhead.

Cariak stooped and pushed the female’s massive underbelly. “She
holds a full load of roe to be sure.”

Suddenly, the huge fish thrashed its tail, knocking Demprias off
his feet and onto his backside.

They all laughed.

“A fiery beast,” Chief Cariak said. “Some say they make the
finest feasts and bring the most fortune.”

Demprias rubbed his bruised thigh, and then his reddened face.
“Rest assured shipmates, I’ll be first in line for a taste.”

 

The afternoon turned into evening and murky clouds rolled from
the north, masking the sun. A chill breeze brushed the darkened
water and the men bundled in heavy wool coats. Cariak ordered the
decks secured and the canvas, raised. Barrazan turned the ship at
an angle to the wind and began the long tack homeward.

Cariak stepped to Barrazan’s side. “This has been a good day and
a good season. The Kalsh will bring Adair much joy. The community
will be pleased.”

“Perhaps… ”

The old Chief grasped Barrazan’s shoulder. “There is more to
life than filling holds with Quidida, good fisherman. We’ve had a
good season and now we must give back, and sacrifice some. And I
have a request, you may find compelling.”

**********

“The seasons change, young Porrias,” Master Druiden said, gazing
from a window high atop Adair’s Academy of Knowledge. “The broad
leaf Payet withers to autumnal reds and yellows, yet our mission
continues without respite.”

“Can we not take comfort in what we’ve accomplished since the
Payet first bloomed, Master Druiden?” Porrias asked.

Druiden stroked his long white beard. “Of course, good scribe,
yet our work is far from complete. We must continue to expand our
academies northward to Tyrie and Norelda, and even to the untamed
trapper outposts on the wilderness’s fringe. We must endeavor to
enlighten all people of the Great Confluence’s valley, young
Porrias. Yet sometimes, regretfully, we neglect those most in
need.”

“Education is the building stone of civilization.”

Druiden’s eyes gleamed. “Well spoken, young man.”

“They’re your noble words, Master Druiden.” Porrias bowed
curtly. “Yet, all things change, including our leaders. Do they
not?”

“Sadly, this is the way of things, I suppose.”

“Chief Cariak?”

Druiden sighed. “I too regret Cariak has declined to represent
the fleets at this year’s Council of Representatives. None doubt
Adair will suffer the loss of his wisdom and insight.”

“And experience and leadership.”

“Indeed, yes.”

“Then you agree, Master Druiden?”

“But alas, Cariak feels young ideas are needed at the meetings
and he cannot provide such anymore. It is regrettable.”

“Replaced by a Firstmate? Hardly a—”

“Do not judge a man’s capability by his status,” Druiden said,
eying the young scribe sternly.

Porrias lowered his eyes. “Still, there are other independent
Chiefs, or even leaders of fishing conglomerates. There are ill
feelings among the guildsmen. I’ve overheard the arguments. The
fishermen are clearly divided.”

Druiden waved his hand. “None of this should concern the
academy, good Porrias. Cariak was voted by his peers and can
rightfully choose his replacement. The elders are well aware of the
traditions.”

“Some suspect politics.”

“There is more to the old Chief than meets the eye.”

“Many say Cariak dislikes big companies and their contracts.”
Porrias’s voice lowered. “He has openly accused them of
servitude.”

“Enough! You have repeated a harsh accusation and one not spoken
lightly.”

“Possibly, yet you must agree conglomerates come close.”

Druiden raised his brow.

Porrias strolled to a window and peered westward across a vast
river delta opening southward into the wide expanse of Lake Adair.
Below, citizens scurried through Adair’s town square constructing
firepits and erecting podiums. “Why do we celebrate the end of
fishing season while the ships still sail, Master Druiden? The
ships are not warehoused until just before ice-in.”

“The celebration is tradition, young Porrias. It has been done
this way for generations.”

Porrias shook his head. “A waste of time and resources… ”

“Humans must bond. We crave the comfort of ceremony.”

“This time would have been better spent preparing for
winter.”

Druiden’s eyes sparkled. “Understanding and wisdom comes with
experience, young man. Someday, you’ll understand, good scribe.
Someday, you’ll understand.”

**********

The sun settled over Adair’s western ranges, drawing shadows
across faded Payet gardens and mature sculpted hedges.

Barrazan sat in the town’s square holding a slice of bread
topped with small orange-green eggs. Before him, wild Chakra and
fresh fish sizzled above glowing coals, and long tables overflowed
with food and drink. Over a central pit, two huge fatty slabs
steamed serenely, surrounded by dozens of revelers awaiting a taste
of Lake Adair’s rarest delicacy.

Barrazan sniffed the bread and nibbled the roe.

Demprias offered his flask. “Good Jenna should kill the
taste.”

Barrazan took the bottle and gulped. He coughed. “Most likely
distilled in a trapper’s hole.”

Demprias ogled a young lady strolling through the square. She
smiled at Demprias while twisting long, auburn hair. He smirked.
“Cariak is no fool, you must agree.”

Barrazan shrugged.

“First, he infuriates the Guild by naming a mere fisherman to
the Council of Representatives, all while maintaining his hold on
the fleet’s best Firstmate; the best Firstmate who is not yet
Chief.”

Barrazan took another sip and returned the flask.

“Listen, Barrazan. You’ve always been in good with Cariak and
the fleet. You play the game well, my friend. But explain to me how
a lowly Firstmate gets appointed representative?”

“Best hold your tongue, shipmate. Does the Jenna speak for
you?”

Demprias waved his hand. “I meant no offense, but how much
influence does Cariak think you’ll wield at the Council? A
Firstmate carries little leverage with our fleet, let alone amongst
Tyrie’s most powerful politicians. Do you not agree?”

Barrazan noticed Master Druiden emerge from the crowd followed
by a slender, younger man. Druiden’s colorful robe shuffled beneath
his woolen coat. Barrazan judged Druiden’s companion to be about
Demprias’s age, maybe younger.

Demprias and Barrazan rose to their feet.

Druiden brushed his long beard. “Chief Cariak told me that you
two were among those responsible for providing the Kalsh.”

Barrazan bowed. “Cariak is a very modest man, Master Druiden.
Without his direction—”

“Cariak is a good man, but he does not bestow complements
lightly. He feels you men are among the fleet’s finest crew. Maybe
this is one of the many reasons why he chose you, Barrazan, to
represent the fishing companies.”

Barrazan and Demprias exchanged glances. “I’m honored, Master
scribe, yet I cannot hope to equal Cariak’s wisdom and
experience.”

“You will learn… You must learn, or face your constituencies’
scorn, good fisherman. This is a risk all representatives face.
Yet, many never get the opportunity to accomplish great things. You
are very fortunate.”

“I’m humbled.”

Druiden smiled. “And now for some introductions. This young man
is Porrias, one of the brightest young historians in Adair. He will
accompany you and me to the meeting and act as scribe.”

The three men nodded curtly.

Demprias studied Druiden’s companion for a moment, and then
snapped his fingers. “I’ve talked with Porrias before.”

Barrazan glared at Demprias and shook his head.

Demprias continued: “If I recall, earlier this summer Porrias
quizzed me about the far areas of Lake Adair, and of the Great
Southern Lake.”

Porrias’s eyes brightened. “Yes, I remember. You were very
helpful, and I’m forever grateful. The Great Southern Lake has yet
to be mapped with precision.”

Druiden gently waved his hand. “Perhaps you two can talk of this
some other time. Sometimes young Porrias is a bit too devoted to
his work, it appears.” Druiden sighed. “Alas, he reminds me of
someone else in his youth.”

Porrias’s chin dropped.

“Then, young representative, we will meet in three days below
the Falls of Rhavha at the trail head opposite Kahnor’s ferry
docks. Master Carathis has promised Yaakriders and an adequate
number of beasts to transport our delegation.”

Barrazan nodded.

Presently, the wizened scholar’s eyes appeared lost in deepest
memory. “Many seasons have passed since I’ve looked forward to a
trip to Tyrie by Yaak. I fear, before long, my old bones will be
unable to make this trip.” He sighed. “Then it will be up to young
leaders like you, Barrazan, to fill the void.”

Druiden bowed and turned toward the square.

Porrias whispered to Demprias. “I’ll talk to you some other
time.” He nodded and followed Druiden.

Demprias glanced at a passing maiden and took another slug of
Jenna. He coughed. “Trapper’s swill… ” He emptied the flask on the
ground.

Barrazan laughed.

**********

The party continued as bright Alberon peeked above the eastern
ranges. Druiden watched the revelry and tapped his feet to the
music.

Abruptly, Druiden rose. He strolled to the square’s center and
raised his arms. The dancers and musicians took notice and put down
their instruments. And a hush swept through the crowd.

Druiden stepped upon a high, wooden podium. “Good citizens of
Adair,” he began. “We should all thank Chief Cariak and his crew
for the Kalsh. May they bring us prosperity and good fortune.”

Hoots and claps resonated through the crowd. Some near Barrazan
and Demprias patted the fishermen’s shoulder and shook their
hands.

“And, as most of you know, they sacrificed some of their profits
so we may all partake in this feast.” He turned to Adair’s
merchants and businessmen. “So keep this in mind when these men ask
for lodging or drink in the coming days. They may appreciate your
generosity.” The crowd clapped again, and the merchants turned to
one another, smiling and nodding.

“We have all been blessed with a bountiful summer and fall.
There is plenty of fish to eat and barter. And we have also made
progress in medicine and education, which are vital for a growing
population. And how our population grows!” Druiden acknowledged two
young women carrying delicate bundles. They both smiled and cuddled
their infants.

“In a few days, we will travel to Tyrie and represent Adair at
this fall’s Council of Representatives. Adair’s delegation will
strive to keep trade active between human settlements, so we can
assure ourselves a good standard of living. And we must continue to
solidify Adair’s position as the intellectual nexus of the Lands of
the Confluence.”

Druiden paused. “And we must also prepare for the upcoming
winter, because nature itself has sent forth signs that this winter
may be more severe than most.” The crowd turned to one another and
murmured.

“Indeed, this has been a good year. But in this year, as in any
year, there is a price to pay for our good fortunes. Let us not
forget those who have died on the lake and in the wilderness, so
that we all may live better lives and fulfill our destinies.”

Druiden raised his arms and the citizens stood silent with heads
bowed. And Druiden heard only crackling fires across the settlement
of Adair.

**********

After the fires of celebration had died down and most of the
revelers had wondered off to sleep, Barrazan strode alone down
Adair's more disfavored avenues under Ellini's waning light. He
stopped, gazing upon the sagging eaves of a dwelling he hardly
remembered, but could never forget; his father long since gone— so
say the rumors the locals passed on to Barrazan with great
indifference— falling and choking on his own vomit; his fate sealed
on some forgotten night, and face-down on some muddy, scat-filled
street.

Barrazan thought long for this day when he would gather enough
courage to return to this spot to confront his tormentor. In his
mind, he screamed: Representative to the Great Council of
Tyrie! What say you now! You, you…. The impact of the words
seemed deeper to the fisherman when uttered silently, rather than
blurting aloud for all who might happen to overhear, and judge him
a bit deranged. This was his personal tale to bear, and not meant
to be shared with others. Barrazan shook his head.

Fighting the urge to grin, he strode away and down the
street.




CHAPTER  4

 

High, thorny bushes lined the stone pathway, before a log
homestead adorned with carved archways and ornate sills, and a
stone chimney puffing thick smoke scattering in the breeze. The
courtyard lay covered with clusters of thick, flower-bearing
plants, a twisted clump of stems and thistles— seasonal— once
bearing colorful yellow, orange, and purple blossoms, yet now
barren since summer’s passing. Squat, fruit-bearing trees
surrounded the yard; some well pruned, others neglected— all
blanketed in a thin layer of snow.

Lenna flung his ax into a tree-stump and wiped his forehead on
his coat’s sleeve. He collected an armful of Olaf firewood, pausing
before the flower gardens and prickly bushes.

 

He saw a vision of Xriera in midsummer— her long, flowing,
black hair bound by a green scarf atop her delicate head. He
recalled how hard she worked pruning the flowers, and the great joy
they gave her. And the smile! Lenna would never forget the smile
that engulfed her face when he returned from the wilds. He could
never forget that smile.

 

Lenna noticed an older man trudging up the road dabbing his
forehead with a folded handkerchief. The man halted, breathing
heavily.

“Welcome Joda,” Lenna said. “I hope you brought your change
purse.”

The man chortled, his eyes scanning the building and
grounds.

Lenna kicked open the front door and dropped the firewood
inside. “I was expecting you later. I'm afraid I haven’t had time
to clean.”

Joda’s smile evaporated. “I understand, good fellow, it must be
difficult… ”

“Come in.”

Joda ambled up the front walkway still ogling the homestead’s
exterior. He stopped beneath the doorway’s arch and ran his hand
along its smooth frame. “Built this spring?”

Lenna unbuttoned his coat and nodded politely.

Joda removed his leather hat before strolling inside. A gentle
heat radiated from the crackling fireplace opposite the dining
area. Joda’s eyes wondered. “Superior workmanship, I see… ” He gave
the table a rap, and then rubbed his knuckles. “There’s nothing
more elegant than crafted Sohla.”

“My father is a fine woodworker.”

Joda raised his finger. “Forentis is a true artist, good
Yaakrider. His craftsmanship is known throughout the valley,
especially amongst our more affluent citizens. I was somewhat
surprised that you, his only son, did not follow in his most
skillful footsteps. An offer to be Forentis’s apprentice must have
been difficult to refuse.”

Lenna glanced around the room indifferently.

Joda smirked. “Well, if truth be told, I sought this homestead
because of Forentis’s artistry. I was only too happy to see it up
for market. I only regret the circumstances.”

Joda squirmed, eying Lenna guardedly. “I’ll be direct, young
man. My daughter will be joined in two cycles to the son of one of
my closest business associates. I wish to offer this home as a
gift, so the youngsters can have a good start.” Joda pushed closer.
“And it won’t harm the relationship with my associate either.”

Lenna stood expressionless.

Joda cleared his throat. “Well, in any case, my wife wishes to
stop by tomorrow afternoon, if that schedule pleases you.”

“That should be fine.”

“Then we can discuss a price.”

“I’ll clean up before she arrives.”

“It can’t hurt. You know how women…” Joda shook his head and
glanced downward. “Tomorrow then?”

Lenna nodded and escorted Joda out the door. He returned to the
dining room and eased into a chair near the fireplace. Lenna stared
deep into the fire’s flames. The glowing embers drew lasting
patterns in his eyes, and the Olaf’s earthy scent filled his
nostrils and his head.

 

It was spring in Adair. Bright, blooming flowers lined the
city streets and excitement filled the air as the first of the
fishing fleet rounded the far point laden with the season’s first
catch. The sun warmed the earth, evaporating the remnants of long
winter.

Nearing late afternoon, the ship’s sails were withdrawn and
the creaking vessels eased into the docks. Dozens of wagons, pulled
by shaggy Zampha, lined the shallow wharf as the crowds hooted and
cheered when scores of white-scaled Zariema and gray Quidida were
lifted from holds circled by ever-present lakebirds.

“A sign of good fortune for the entire season,” said the
old-time sailors, who still followed the fleets although too feeble
to work.

Lenna strode down the dock toward the moored ship. Demprias
stood on deck lowering a bucket to the water. He raised the rope,
seized the sloshing bucket with both hands, and then tossed it
across the planks.

Lenna stopped and squatted beside the ship. “How does it
feel to be back at what you do best?”

Demprias held his hand above his eyes to shade the sun.
“Lenna! What brings you here?”

“Fish, what else? Do you have any?”

“Plenty, but none for you, my friend. I don't like your
attitude. Very arrogant, you Yaakriders.”

“Then I’ll find another boat. It’s a big lake. I’m sure
Tyrie’s merchants won’t care where I get our fish. They all look
and smell the same.”

Demprias approached Lenna and slapped his shoulder. “How are
you my friend?”

“Fine, and you? I’ve been told floating ice still jams the
lake. How do you manage them?”

“Some were as big as a house. Very hazardous, especially
when the wind gales.” Demprias shook his head. “They’ll be around
until Alberon’s next cycle. It’s a dangerous time for fishermen,
but the fish are shallow until the waters warm, and easy to catch.
That alone is worth the risk. And how long will you be
here?”

“Until three days noon. The Yaak will be loaded by then, if
the fish is ready.

“Excellent! The spring festival’s tonight and my cousin
Azzerian can’t wait to meet you.”

Lenna rolled his eyes. They both laughed.

The recreation hall was alive with dancing and song. Jenna
was pouring from hardwood kegs set above each table. A stone
fireplace, nestled in building’s center, cradled a large fire.
Fresh fish sizzled near the flames, and the sweet smell of Olaf
engulfed them.

Lenna and Demprias leaned against a table holding a flask of
Jenna. “There she is,” Demprias said. “Be on your guard! She’s as
wild as the winter’s cold.”

He pointed to two young women serving long plates of
steaming fish. The first woman was striking— long, curly light
brown hair and light blue eyes. And she wore a long white robe tied
in front with a wide, red belt. The second woman was short and
petite, with dark black hair tied into a fist-sized ball. She wore
a light green robe matching the color of her eyes. Both women wore
large, yellow flowers in their hair. They giggled and smiled as
they glanced toward the two men, then teasingly away.

The two men strolled over to the women.

“Azzerian,” Demprias said. “I’d like you to meet my friend
from Tyrie, Lenna.

“Lenna, my cousin Azzerian.”

Azzerian gave Lenna a mischievous look. “So this is the
brave Yaakman you keep telling us about.” She slipped her hand
around Lenna's elbow.

Demprias said, “And this is Azzerian’s friend,
Xriera.”

Lenna was captivated by Xriera’s large, green eyes and
charming smile. A moment passed before they spoke.

Xriera’s voice was soft and playful. “A Yaakrider… how
adventurous.”

“Sometimes, but mostly it’s dull and tedious. And how do you
occupy yourself?”

“We… ” Azzerian interrupted. “We clean and prepare fish. So
you and your beasts can haul them away to Tyrie, or
wherever.”

Xriera laughed. “Not quite as glamorous as a
Yaakman.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“I’d like to ride one of your beasts,” Azzerian said. “Is
she near here? Perhaps in the morning we can—”

“For one thing,” Lenna said. “The Beast isn’t mine. No rider
owns a Yaak. The Yaak and man are partners. And I’ll be very busy
in the morning.”

Azzerian stood wordless, while Demprias smiled.

“She didn’t mean to offend you,” Xriera said softly. “It’s
just Azzerian, being Azzerian.”

“I took no offense… ” Lenna couldn’t help but stare into
Xriera’s eyes.

Azzerian smiled and released Lenna's arm. “I think we better
leave these two alone,” she said to Demprias. “Or throw a bucket of
water on them.” Azzerian laughed playfully, leading Demprias
away.

Xriera shook her head. “So, tell me about yourself,
Yaakman.”

“I’ve been a Yaakrider for two seasons. My usual routes are
to the north, but I come south occasionally to see my friend
Demprias.”

“My roots are in Norelda. I’ve been told my birth parents
were trappers. I was orphaned when young, and have lived as an
Adairian since I can remember.

Xriera gazed into Lenna’s eyes. “What else do you seek
Yaakman.”

Lenna stood silent.

Long after the party was over, Lenna and Xriera strolled
hand in hand to Lake Adair’s shore. And under the bright Alberon’s’
light, they kissed.

Lenna returned to Tyrie. He worked for several cycles
building a homestead. And in early summer returned to Adair where
he and Xriera were joined in a simple ceremony under a Sohla tree
next to a bank along the Great River. And the next morning, he
lifted her onto Anderro, and together they rode north to their new
home.

 

Poking the smoldering logs, Lenna recalled how Xriera loved her
new homestead. The front door creaked ajar allowing a cool breeze
to rush through the cabin. Lenna began to shiver and his world
darkened.

Lenna eased out of his chair and stepped into the bedroom. He
opened a trunk and began to stuff clothing into his pack. Several
vases— where orange, green and red flowers once flourished— now sat
empty beneath the window. Lenna slung the pack over his shoulder
before exiting the room. Pausing before the fireplace, he gazed
into its sparkling embers.

 

The hot mid-summer sun shone dull upon the settlement of
Tyrie as Lenna ran like a madman through the busy streets. He threw
his pack against the steps, and burst through the front door of the
Academy of Healing. Two Healers cast their eyes downward as he
jogged down the long corridor.

Lenna hesitated before the door of the Chief Healer. He
inhaled deeply then entered.

 A frail, bald man in a long red robe glanced at Lenna.
He rose slowly to his feet. “She had been ill for some time—
possibly before the two of you were joined. I’m aware she had
trapper blood— too many generations in isolated communities, I
suppose. Her body was returned to the river a cycle past.”

Lenna dropped to his knees.

 

Lenna grabbed a glowing log, placing it gently in the woodpile
beside the chimney. He grabbed a chair and smashed a window. Air
coursed through the cabin. He strolled to the front doorway as
smoke filled the room. He headed out, leaving the door ajar.

Lenna halted when he reached the stone walkway. A single,
shrunken bud clung to a bush beside the path— a last reminder of a
long summer and of the long winter to come. He pulled it from the
vine, its withered bulk crumbling between his fingers.

Lenna buttoned his coat and strode down the walkway, and down
the road toward the settlement of Tyrie. Flashes of light
interrupted the dark night behind him, and golden flames leaped
upwards toward a reddening sky.




CHAPTER  5

 

Quintar emerged from the Yaakrider Barracks to a predawn sky
speckled with fading stars. Wearily, he slung Shila’s harness
across his shoulder, and began the familiar trek up the eastern
path, passing through forest drawing darkness equal to deepest
night.

Upon the sprawling hillside, the Yaakman exited the path into a
clearing occupied by colossal platforms bathed in flickering
torchlight. Lying in shadow beyond the torches stood Tyrie’s
storehouses— a series of enormous buildings used as a central
repository of the settlement’s surplus grains and other staples. A
procession of overflowing carts, pulled by snorting Zampha-beasts
and piloted by hooded drivers, emerged from the fog-laden valley
below. One by one they clomped up the well-worn path, halting amid
a cluster of brooding laborers and robed expediters.

Quintar looked above and to the east, in the direction of the
Yaak colony commonly called the West Meadows by the people of
Tyrie. A kilometer into the forest stood hundreds of massive shapes
constructed of branches and mud. The creature’s colony was reputed
to extend deep into the forest, although humans were, by tradition,
ever mindful of entering or disturbing the beast’s domain.

Suddenly, Quintar saw several gigantic figures emerge from the
forest’s shadow bordering the Meadows. Noiselessly, they lumbered
past Quintar— a solemn procession of imposing forms against the
brightening woodland.

The male Yaakraya were first to appear. Used to transport goods
between settlements, they were considerably less intelligent than
their female counterparts, yet three times more massive. Quintar
recognized a few of the beasts from previous runs, although he’d
found distinguishing the Yaakraya more and more difficult as winter
approached— a consequence of their long, shaggy manes slow
transformation from brown to dirty white.  The females arrived
lastly, including Shila, Anderro, and Thimbar.

 Shila ambled to Quintar and slowly knelt. “How have you
been my friend?” Quintar asked, stroking the Yaak’s stringy hair
“Are you ready for another run?”

Shila turned her head and snorted. She turned away,
unhurried.

Quintar chuckled, securing his harness to Shila’s hip.

The colossal Yaakraya assembled in a serpentine line. The first
beast backed against a tall platform and workers slipped a huge
backpack over the creature’s broad shoulders. The laborers
hurriedly secured the packs using broad straps bound to the beast’s
abdomen and hips. Urging the giant away, they beckoned another to
take its place.

Soon, all the packs were loaded, and the laborers dismissed the
remaining Yaakraya. Lenna and Enro meandered amongst the heavily
burdened beasts tugging on straps and tightening ropes.

A Yaakrider Wierta-expediter approached Quintar, pulling a
parchment from his coat. “Here are invoices for grains, meats, and
dried fish, and contracts for a full load of Noreldan garments and
furs.”

Quintar nodded, stuffing the papers in his pack.

“I wish you good fortune, good Yaakleader.” The Wierta bowed
curtly, before turning away.

Quintar grabbed the hairs on Shila's hip and hoisted himself
into his harness. Lenna climbed atop Anderro, and Enro upon
Thimbar.

Quintar urged Shila through a grove of trees and onto the
Northern Trail. A line of lumbering Yaakraya snaked behind Shila,
followed by the remaining female Yaak and their riders.

 

By late morning, the Yaaktroop ambled along a trail west of the
Great River’s divergence. Thousands of acres of abandoned farmland
bordered the river to the east. Above the plain, Quintar observed
patches of homesteads spread over the hillside. Steep, impassable
cliffs loomed to the north.

The path veered northwestward below the river’s northwest
branch, and the terrain sloped upward on a twisting path. The Yaak
slowed and Quintar ordered rest.

Later that afternoon, they approached a wide plateau along the
river valley carved by the northwest river branch. The line of Yaak
meandered along the rocky flood plain toward the northwest. To
Quintar’s right, the river widened and slowed. Soon, the trail
disappeared into the water.

Quintar gazed upon the crossing of Sarhelm: a ford offering the
Yaak easy passage across a shallow stretch of the northwest branch.
Farther upstream, the waterway narrowed to a tight chasm where a
sturdy rope bridge allowed men and pack animals a crossing in
springtime and summer.

Quintar raised his hand and the party halted. The heavily-laden
Yaakraya gathered beside the river and gently squatted. The
Yaakriders dismounted and inspected the beast’s cargo. Lenna and
Enro passed huge buckets of water to the resting giants.

Soon, the Yaakriders climbed upon their Yaak, and the Yaakraya
rose on their stocky feet. Shila and Quintar led the Yaakraya
across the half-kilometer wide crossing.

Shila plodded through the swift current, the water never
reaching her hips, or Quintar’s feet. The remaining outriders
entered the water when the last Yaakraya waded midstream.

After the last Yaak emerged on the rocky northern shore, the
Yaakriders wasted no time urging the beasts away from the bank, and
upward to the east. Just as the sun disappeared behind the hills,
the party reached a clearing beside a small stream. Quintar ordered
the troop to make camp for the night.

 

Quintar and Enro sat beside the crackling fire with bellies full
of warm Chakra-pig. Quintar threw a branch on the flames and
glanced out over the camp’s periphery where he noticed Lenna
standing in the shadows near the resting Yaakbeasts. Quintar rose
and approached him.

“Do you suppose,” Lenna said, gently patting Anderro’s belly,
“she will give birth on the trail, or will she wait until she
returns to her colony in Tyrie?”

“Even the old-timers aren’t sure,” Quintar said. “Some say a
Yaak can wait several cycles once their time for birthing is near,
although all are certain she’ll disappear without warning.”

“She’ll just leave?”

“Yes, but they always return.”

“Where do they go?”

“Nobody can guess. No man has ever witnessed a Yaak’s birth. The
scholars of Adair say they birth only twice during their long
adulthood; although they can produce more if their colonies are
stressed.”

The two Yaakmen stood in silence for a few moments, and then
Quintar said, “It is said, Yaakriders whose companions give birth
are bestowed good fortune during the coming year.”

Lenna turned to Quintar, and in the dim moonlight Quintar could
detect the faintest grin. “Through the heaviest storms, Quintar,
the following dawn always brings new life and new hope.”

Quintar grasped Lenna’s shoulder and together the two men
returned to the campfire.

 

The morning sun greeted the Yaakriders, and they ate a light
breakfast before breaking camp. Quintar led the party upwards and
along the perilous paths just above the steep cliffs north of the
Great Confluence.

By mid-morning, the path narrowed and bent along a high ridge.
The Yaak trudged single file along the jagged cliff wary of the
steep vertical drop to their right. Below and to the south, Quintar
beheld the entire valley of the Great Confluence, all the way to
the river’s bend below the settlement of Tyrie. Tall hills, capped
with rock and snow, towered above him to the north.

The afternoon turned to early evening, and the sun ducked behind
menacing clouds. Eventually, the path meandered east while dropping
a few hundred meters in elevation. Quintar spotted the northeast
river branch thundering through the valley far below. Lake Norelda
lay just thirty kilometers to the northeast, he calculated.

Daylight waned and snowflakes began to fall from a darkening
sky. Soon, the snow intensified, and Quintar lost sight of the
Yaakraya in a veil of whiteness. He ordered the troop to make
camp.

They awoke to a clear morning. The snow from the previous night
melted in the early sun, and they continued along the northeast
river branch. Through late morning and early afternoon, the
Yaaktroop twisted upward along the trail toward Lake Norelda,
passing countless swift rapids and gentle waterfalls to their
right.

The river flattened and slowed by late afternoon. Shila led the
Yaaktroop through a forest of tall Sohla evergreens. Before long,
the woods opened to a grassy meadow surrounded by ten cabins and
two enormous platforms, similar to the structures found beside
Tyrie’s storehouses. Two fire pits lay carved into the clearing’s
center.

Beyond the trees and the rocky shore, Quintar saw Lake Norelda's
deep blue waters reflecting the bright sun.

 

CHAPTER  6

 

“Is she a big one, father?” young Kristren asked.

“I hope we don’t find out,” Balyar whispered.

Balyar peered into the darkness, yet saw no movement. His dog
Jett scampered back and forth sniffing the powdery snow. Before
them, Ellini and Alberon cast eerie double shadows across the
sloping landscape high above the northern settlement of
Norelda.

Suddenly, Jett paused and began whimpering. Kristren trotted to
the dog, and then motioned his father over.

Balyar held a flickering torch close to the ground. He reached
down and touched the oddly-shaped imprints. “Fresh.”

Something made the lanky rancher uneasy, and without thinking,
he reached up and stroked a deep scar that crossed his face from
ear to rugged chin.

“Come, boy.”

Father and son jogged down the hill, pausing before a cluster of
sheep imprisoned behind split wooden rails. He and Kristren
hurriedly looked the animals over before moving onward. Swiftly,
they passed a coop stirring with clucking chickens, and then ambled
downward into the courtyard. Balyar followed Kristren through the
homestead’s door.

Anderia sprang to her feet, cradling her infant son.
“Pinthra?”

Kristren gasped for breath. “Could be… ”

Balyar’s eyes flashed in the candlelight. “Fetch me two pans,
boy. Now, get going!”

Kristren scrambled into the kitchen. Balyar grabbed his crossbow
and two bows. Hurriedly, the rancher filled a quiver with a dozen
metal-tipped arrows. Kristren returned with two small pans. The
boy’s hands shook. Balyar threaded one bow over Kristren’s
shoulder.

Anderia brushed aside a tear. “Be careful.”

Father and son rushed out the door.

 

Balyar and Jett followed a trail of fresh blood to the field’s
edge. Balyar found a mangled sheep in a shallow ditch. Hurriedly,
he collected the carcass in a cloth sack. Balyar loaded his
crossbow. Beside him, Kristren looked on with wide eyes.

“Will she be back, father?”

“Once a Pinthra has taken blood, they’ll stay close unless
driven off or killed.”

“Can they be frightened away?”

“Loud noise is best… ” Balyar lifted an eyebrow. “But Pinthra
are unpredictable and dangerous, and you should never underestimate
the dark beasts.” Again, Balyar reached up and felt his scar. “Be
ready with those pans.”

Balyar and Kristren stooped near the ditch where they found the
dead sheep. Jett continued pace back and forth, whimpering.
Kristren tried to keep the dog from wondering off. Bright Alberon
shined directly overhead. Father and son huddled to fight the
chill.

Suddenly, Jett yelped.

Balyar heard a low growl from the forest's edge. Then he saw a
phantom-like shape passing between the trees. Two large, luminous
eyes flared in the shadows. Another set of blank eyes flashed from
a nearby grove, and a loud hiss echoed from the woods. Balyar’s
spine tingled.

Jett barked at the dark forms and pawed at the ground. Kristren
banged on the pans while Balyar shouted toward the woods. Balyar
kept the crossbow within arm's reach.

The nearest dark shadow reared up on its hind legs, releasing a
heinous yell. For an instant, Balyar glimpsed fanged teeth and two
stubby horns.

Jett barked louder than before.

Suddenly, the dark shapes turned and leaped back into the woods.
Moments later, Jett stopped barking.

Balyar stood listening to his heartbeat for quite some time.

**********

A rooster heralded the morning sun and Balyar awoke sluggishly.
He stretched and staggered into the kitchen. Anderia stood fanning
the fireplace’s glowing embers. Jett lay curled beneath Balyar’s
feet. Balyar scratched the dog’s neck.

Anderia pulled aside her slender braids. “I just let him in. The
poor thing must have been standing vigil all night.” She glanced
toward Balyar. “And you look like you need more sleep
yourself.”

“There are chores to be done and packing for the trip.”

“I’ve already set aside some of your things.”

“Is Kristren up yet?”

Anderia lifted a kettle over the hearth. “He just got to bed a
few hours ago. Is it any wonder he’s still sleeping after last
night’s excitement?”

“I need him.”

“He needs his rest.”

Balyar splashed water on his face. “Samael is meeting me here,
later this morning.”

“Oh—”

“He wanted to talk before we set out for Tyrie.”

“Why here?”

“Maybe he wanted to see how common people live.”

Anderia smiled wryly. “We are not often graced by the presence
of the representative of Noreldan merchants.”

Balyar sniffed. “I’ll wager he hasn’t been outside the
settlement since spring.”

“Then, I’ll make him some hot tea and prepare a comfortable
chair. And then ask him why he charges such high prices at his
market.”

Balyar grinned. “Perhaps an appropriate argument for some other
time, dear wife.”

“Don’t misunderstand me, Balyar. I like the councilman, yet I
think greed sometimes clouds his thinking.”

“He is not only the wealthiest man in Norelda, but possibly the
fattest. I hope his heart doesn’t fail coming up the path. I think
he underestimates the climb.” Balyar pulled a blanket snug to his
youngest son.

Anderia stirred the kettle. “And how prepared are you,
Balyar?”

“To represent the ranchers?”

“Do you have their confidence? Will they allow you to negotiate
freely? Will they support the decisions you make in Tyrie?”

“I didn’t campaign for this job.”

“Still, they will expect results.”

“I know…”

“And hold you accountable.”

“We do agree on key issues such as getting this year’s huge
supply of Mathran wool to market, and negotiating for food reserves
for winter.”

Anderia glanced at her husband, and shook her head.

“Kristren handled himself well last night,” Balyar continued. “I
know he’s just a grown boy.”

“He’s just a dozen cycles over two years old.”

“He’ll manage things well when I’m gone.”

Anderia stared at the fire, and then adjusted the kettle over
the flames. “I wish you didn’t have to leave, Balyar. Fall is such
a difficult time on the ranch, and me with the baby—”

“I know.”

“And with Pinthra lurking everywhere…”

“Kristren is a better archer than me. He can—”

“But there’s so much to get done. There’s firewood to be stored,
and hay to be collected…”

Balyar placed his hand on Anderia’s shoulder. “Kristren will do
just fine, you’ll see. Don’t worry.”

**********

Balyar sat on a boulder on the trail’s edge, gazing downward
over the distant village and the deep basin enveloped in a
mid-morning fog. The wide expanse of Lake Norelda lay before him,
enclosed in majestic mountains and steep cliffs, and surrounded by
tiers of green pastures. Balyar sighed, envisioning the Great
Confluence of Tyrie— many days trek to the southwest, below the
elongated lake, and the river branch, flowing downward into the
Great River’s merge.

Balyar noticed the ample figure of Councilman Samael plodding up
the rocky trail. “Master Samael! I see you’ve survived the
climb.”

Samael paused. “I have not yet… succumbed… but I dearly hope…
sweet Lady Anderia… has something warm to drink.”

Balyar slapped Samael across the councilman’s shoulders. “Indeed
she has, my good man. Indeed she has. Come with me.”

Balyar led the huffing councilman several hundred meters off the
path and into his modest home. Samael removed his hat, dipping his
head to Anderia. Then he plopped down onto a kitchen chair.

Anderia smiled. “Perhaps, the honorable councilman will accept
some hot tea.”

“You will save my life, dear lady.”

Anderia poured a cup. Samael took a cautious sip. “Ahhhh,
Sequippa root, fresh and smooth… ”

“Picked by our son Kristren just last week,” Balyar said. “The
Sequippa has been most sweet and pungent this year.”

Samael caught Balyar’s eyes through the tea’s steam. “We have
little time this morning, so let us proceed to business. My sources
report a good harvest of wool on the ranches this fall. I presume
they’re correct?”

Balyar eyed Samael suspiciously. “Your sources… ?”

“Come now, good rancher, we represent all Noreldans here. I make
money regardless your guild’s circumstances.”

Balyar stroked his beard and sighed. “A surplus of three ton of
Mathran and eight ton of sheep's wool.”

Samael raised his thick eyebrows. “A good year… ”

“The best I can recall.”

“The wool, animal pelts, and garments will give us great
leverage to barter with Tyrie and Adair for the needed grains,
fish, and meats.” Samael scowled. “You know how quickly Noreldans
tire of mutton or an occasional chicken after the snows drive
Norelda to isolation. And we want to keep the citizens happy, do we
not?”

Balyar said. “And this will be a long winter, if the old-timers
are to be believed. Many say, the more plentiful the summer, the
harsher the winter.”

Samael nodded. “Possibly, nature’s way of maintaining balance,
good rancher?”

“I don’t know, but we would be wise to plan ahead. Many ranchers
have already stockpiled additional firewood and hay.”

Anderia poured the councilman another cup of tea. Samael took a
quick sip and then nodded politely.

Balyar leaned forward. “And who has been chosen to represent the
trappers at this meeting?”

Samael smiled wryly. “Tharmstron.”

“Tharmstron! I’ve never met the man, but he’s reputed to be
outspoken and somewhat mistrustful.”

“Ah, good rancher, in politics it’s best not to prejudge…”

“Have you worked with him before?”

“Make no mistake, Balyar, Tharmstron is a strong and honorable
man. Do not forget, it was Tharmstron who argued for his scattered
communities to have more involvement with the settlements, and it
was he who organized trappers for greater leverage with the
merchants— a measure, lightening my pockets significantly, by the
way.

“And most important of all, it was Tharmstron who foresaw the
need to educate the young of his clans— a plan that recently
reached fruition in a pact with Druiden of Adair, providing
teachers to trapper outposts where before there was none.
Tharmstron is a man to be respected. One must not underestimate
him.” Samael took another sip of tea.

Balyar sighed. “Trappers have always been strange folk— too many
years in the wilds, I suppose. Only recently have they become
concerned with settlement affairs, and now they’re involved in our
greatest councils. How times change.”

“Many things change in our lands,” Samael said solemnly. “But
representatives like you and I must assure these changes are wise
and just. All peoples must be represented fairly, including
trappers, or we risk losing all— especially in hard times.”

Kristren pushed through the front door holding an armful of
firewood. Jett trotted between his feet, shaking off muddy
snow.

“Good morning sir,” Kristren said.

“And to you, young man,” Samael replied.

“This is my eldest, Kristren,” Balyar said. “He’ll run my ranch
while I’m in Tyrie.”

Kristren dumped the firewood next to the fireplace. He removed
his gloves and flexed fingers over the fire.

“Have you finished the morning chores?”

“Yes. The wood’s split and the animals are fed. Will you be
leaving soon, father?”

“Yes, and you can help by carrying my bag down to the
village.”

“I wish I could go with you.”

“We’ve been over this before. You have a greater obligation to
your mother and brother.”

Samael tapped his fingers. “If you’re ready… We must get to the
ferry docks before noon. If everything goes well, we will meet the
Yaakriders at the lake's western portage by sunrise tomorrow. Tyrie
is two days journey by Yaak from there.”

Kristren strapped his father's luggage across his shoulder, and
exited with the councilman into the cool, morning air. Balyar
lifted his infant son from his crib, cradled him in his arms, and
gave him a kiss on the forehead. He placed the boy gently in his
bed, covering him with blankets.

Anderia stood washing the pans from breakfast. Balyar reached
over her shoulder and took her hand. She stared straight ahead.

“Take care,” Anderia said.

 

Balyar, Samael, and Kristren tramped down the meandering path,
leading from the upper ranches to the Noreldan settlement far
below. Jett ran ahead of the trio. Balyar and Kristren bounced
along, but the aging and overweight merchant huffed and puffed.

Samael halted and wiped his forehead. “In my younger days… I
could make the climb to the ranches… thrice daily. Now I fear death
along the way. The trip up to your homestead this morning was
worse. I should have met you at the docks.” He plopped down on a
rock beside the path and patted his stomach. “There are some
drawbacks to a plentiful summer after all, good rancher.”

Balyar smirked. “The life of a merchant makes you soft. Working
a ranch for a season would keep you fit.”

“I’ve no doubt. But the upcoming winter will make us all leaner,
especially if we don’t plan well. That’s why our voice must be
heard at the Council. There are over twelve hundred people
depending on our foresight and strength. It’s a responsibility I
take quite seriously.”

“Well spoken, my friend. And you feel Tharmstron will be an
asset?”

Samael’s eyes gleamed. “Yes, but always remember that Tharmstron
speaks for the trappers, much the same as you speak for ranchers,
and I for the Noreldan merchants. We of the northern communities
form a broad alliance born of geography and mutual needs. Our
stronger bonds are to our constituents, and finally to our
families. There may be circumstances where Tharmstron will do
whatever is in his people's best interest, and not necessarily
ours.”

 

Finally, they reached the settlement’s edge. The sun had burned
the morning haze, and Lake Norelda's rippling blue water swarmed
with boats of various shapes and sizes.

They entered Norelda's bustling streets, confronted by citizens
offering praise, food, and drink. Samael nodded curtly, but ushered
Balyar and Kristren away.  

Samael glanced toward the elevated sun. “Let’s move on. Noon
approaches and we’re expected at the ferry dock. Tharmstron and his
companion will be waiting.”

The men arrived at a gateway cut through a rock wall. A line of
heavily laden Zampha carts plodded through the gate and downward
toward the lake.

Samael beamed. “Packs for the giant Yaakraya, crammed with furs
and garments stitched in Noreldan factories.”

Kristren’s eyes danced.

The men strolled through the gate, and down to a series of
floating docks located several hundred meters below. Balyar noticed
a large boat with a flat deck tied to the dock. Several men
crisscrossed the deck, checking sails and fastening rigging.
Another dozen men used a huge wooden lever-crane to hoist the heavy
packs from the carts onto the boat.

Balyar counted aloud. “Three or four dozen Yaakraya packs at
least.”

Samael smiled broadly.

Balyar and Samael approached the ferry. Kristren took his
father's bag and hurled it aboard. One of the ferrymen smiled at
Kristren, tossing the bag below deck. Samael stepped across a plank
and onto the boat.

Balyar bid Kristren farewell. Kristren trotted off the dock and
up the road. Jett followed, jumping and sniffing at the boy’s
feet.

Balyar watched until Kristren disappeared through the gate, and
then boarded the ferry. Behind him, two burly men approached the
dock. Balyar noticed both men carried bags fashioned from hides of
wild animals. One man was three or four seasons older than the
other, and sported a long, dark beard. The younger man was
clean-shaven. Both wore fur-lined hats, Mathran jackets, and
Alem-hide boots. They strode up the plank, tossing bags to the
crew.

The older trapper smiled. “I see you made it, honorable Samael.
And you must be the rancher, Balyar.” He reached out and seized the
rancher’s wrist. “You have the reputation of a fair and honorable
man.”

“Yes, I am Balyar. And I’m honored to finally meet the esteemed
Tharmstron. I’ve heard many tales… ”

The trapper bellowed, “I hope all you have heard has been good.”
He turned to his young companion. “This is Ruppon. He has an
interesting story to tell, but only before the Council of
Representatives as I have pledged to Master Druiden of Adair.”

The young trapper nodded.

The four men watched as the last gigantic pack was hoisted
aboard, and then secured to the ship’s deck. The ferrymen released
their vessel, and three rowboats towed the boat to the bay’s mouth.
A southwest wind ruffled the lake, and the ferrymen raised two
broad sails. And with the wind at their tail, they sailed toward
the lake’s center.

**********

Kristren jogged up the path. Jett followed close behind.
Kristren halted and turned. Before him, Lake Norelda glistened in
the bright sunshine. He placed his hand to his brow, spotting a
brown platform with two white blotches amid the field of deep
blue.

“My time is coming soon, Jett. Next year, I’ll be the one who
goes to Tyrie. I’ll be the one who’ll ride the Yaak to the city of
the confluence, and beyond; this I promise, Jett. I promise with
all my heart.”

Jett turned his brown eyes to the boy, barked, and bound up the
path. Kristren jogged after him.

**********

Balyar grasped the railing as the ferry listed and bobbed
beneath bulging sails. He turned and saw the outline of the distant
settlement atop a thin band at the water’s far shore. High above
the settlement, his beloved ranch was lost in the distance.

Balyar sighed, watching lakebirds dodge the ship’s mast. Samael
meandered across the creaking deck to Balyar’s side. Both men
marveled at the distant, snowcapped peaks to the north and
northwest.

The afternoon sun drifted downward, and the ferry sailed
southwestward driven by a steady wind. By early evening, Balyar
spotted the Yaakrider’s base near the foot of the slender lake.
Atop the ship’s highest mast, a keen-sighted ferryman studied the
distant site, and then yelled joyously. The other ferrymen cheered
in response.

Samael turned to Balyar. “The ferrymen have spotted the
Yaakrider’s banner on the shoreline. There will be no delay. We’ll
be underway by morning.”

The ferry moved toward the docks as the sun touched the western
mountains. Balyar observed two proud young men standing on the
shore: one man was tall with trimmed hair, and the other was
shorter with dark hair bound across his forehead. Behind the two
men stood a field of huge, stoic Yaak, their whitish-brown hair
contrasting the dark forest. Several other stern-faced men emerged
behind the row of Yaak.

The ferry eased into the dock. Ferrymen jumped to the wooden
planks and secured the ship. The two men on shore approached the
dock.




CHAPTER  7

 

Quintar and Carathis emerged from the Yaakrider’s barracks just
as the sun poked above Tyrie’s snow-laden ranges. Steadfastly, they
strode downward along the settlement’s angled streets, their
flowing green robes tucked neatly beneath heavy woolen coats. Upon
reaching the settlement’s lowest tier, they approached Tyrie’s
Great Meeting Hall. Quintar noticed the Hall’s sloped rooftop
blanketed with newly fallen snow. He followed the Supreme
Yaakleader through the Hall’s ornate doorway

The two Yaakmen entered a huge room filled with lavish artwork
and polished furnishings. The wall opposite the doorway supported
four deep windows facing northeast to capture the morning sun, and
between stood wooden sculptures hewed to the likeness of Tyrie’s
wild creatures. Quintar noted the Yaak’s proud image displayed most
prominently. Quintar rubbed his boot upon a floor constructed of
dark Sohla planks, patterned in concentric boxes spiraling inward
to the room’s center. There, within an enormous stone fireplace,
Olaf firewood crackled and spat, emitting a sweet odor that Quintar
inhaled with great pleasure.

A group of robed individuals sat at a large rectangular table
located near the hearth. A balding man with a white beard rose to
his feet, and then bowed curtly. “Hail the noble Carathis and young
Quintar.”

“And greetings to you, Pincar,” Carathis replied. “Friend and
delegate of Tyrie’s merchants.”

Carathis and Quintar removed their coats, and then sat.

Ruma, head of the Council of Representatives and delegate of the
confluence’s farming community, sat at the table’s head. He rose
from his seat with palms outstretched, his ornamented robe flowing
gracefully to his elbows. The conversations ceased and all eyes
were drawn forward. “All representatives are present. The meeting
can proceed.”

Ruma began with an introduction of the Council. To Ruma's right
sat Councilwoman Charon— a proud and noble lady with short, graying
hair. She represented Tyrie’s tradespeople: the manufacturers,
miners, and carpenters. Ruma’s son Hayden sat beside her. Both
Hayden and Ruma represented Tyrie’s farmers: a large and most
influential faction. Carathis and Quintar sat to Charon’s left. The
noble Adairian educator Druiden sat to Hayden’s right, and next to
him, the young scribe Porrias. Beside Porrias sat the uneasy
representative of Adair’s fishing industry, Barrazan.

Seated opposite Ruma, were the amiable and wealthy Tyrinian
merchants: Pincar and Dumas. Dumas was the eldest representative
and respected by all for his wisdom and insight. The Noreldan
merchant Samael and the Noreldan rancher Balyar sat near the
table’s center. The robust trapper Tharmstron was seated to
Balyar's right, and next to him, the mysterious trapper Ruppon.

The meeting began with a lengthy summary of the past season
presented by each group’s representative. Hayden spoke of an
excellent growing season, and a surplus of grains, fruits, and
tuber foods grown to supplement the Yaak’s natural diet. Ruma
interrupted Hayden, and complemented Druiden on the development of
rich, new strains of Charkur and Waax, and grains engineered to
resist pestilence and vermin.

Charon talked at length of manufacturing production, and the
discovery of new veins of salts and metal ore. Barrazan stood
before the Council and spoke of a successful harvest of Quidida and
Zariema— dried, salted, and awaiting shipment north to Tyrie and
Norelda. And Druiden talked with great passion of advancements in
education and the sciences.

Balyar spoke of a huge harvest of Mathran wool, which brought
gasps of astonishment from the representatives and smiles from the
merchants— all except the old and wizened merchant Dumas, who sat
stroking his gray eyebrows with wrinkled fingers. Quintar noticed
Ruma glancing frequently at the elder councilman, apparently noting
Dumas’s reaction to each topic discussed.

Tharmstron rose and talked of an abundance of pelts for sale in
the three settlements. “Heavy and rich they are. Never in all my
seasons have I seen such quality on the hides of wild
creatures.”

Suddenly the elder Dumas's eyes flashed with a mixture of both
dismay and concern. He lowered his head, falling deeply in
thought.

Finally, Quintar stood before the Council and recounted several
successful hunting expeditions into the distant mountainous regions
above the northwest river branch. “The lands were strange, and the
air was thin, but game was robust and abundant.” He talked of
expanding trade runs north to Norelda, and south to Adair, and of
the nature and disposition of the Yaak-beasts of Tyrie. As he
spoke, Quintar felt Ruma’s slicing eyes, sometimes glimpsing signs
of admiration in his father’s grim face, yet most of the farmer’s
expressions faded rapidly to sadness and regret.

Ruma rose from his seat, glancing to both Dumas and Carathis.
“And now we shall discuss the reason why I have asked for an extra
day of council. I realize this is a busy time of year for all of
us, and I know you are all anxious to return to your homes, trades,
and loved ones. But, I would not have asked for this time, if the
matter to be presented were of little significance. I hope we all
listen, and debate this subject earnestly and with open minds, for
it may affect all of our lives during these coming cycles.” Ruma
paused. “I will now ask the esteemed Carathis to speak.” Ruma
sat.

Carathis folded his hands. He began slowly. “Most of us know
that the Yaak is a species of high intellect, which is quite
evident in my guild’s daily interactions with the beasts, and the
cooperation they have offered humans for untold generations— the
nature of which even we Yaakriders do not fully comprehend yet
accept gratefully.

“But many are unaware that the Yaakbeasts also possess superior
instinct. They anticipate conditions in our ever-changing
environment far beyond man’s current understanding or
reasoning.”

Carathis cleared his throat. “I’ll be direct, good council
members. We have observed the Yaak stockpiling huge amounts of Waax
and Charkur over the last several cycles.”

“Should this concern us, Master Yaakrider?” Tharmstron asked.
“Is it unusual for the Yaak to store food for the winter?”

“Because, good councilman, even the old-timers have never seen
the Yaak hoard so much, in so little time, and so urgently. More
alarmingly, the beasts have actually accelerated their pace of
hoarding as winter draws closer.”

Councilwoman Charon spoke: “Has it not been said, good
Yaakleader, when the Yaakbeasts store food early in fall, the
ensuing winter will be unusually long and cold?”

“You are correct, Lady Charon. The Yaak’s instinct is seldom
proved wrong. We can think of no other reason for their
behavior.”

“And this may explain the quality of the pelts we’ve
trapped,”   Tharmstron said. “I fear a good season for a
trapper may prove a dangerous omen for us all.”

Carathis raised his hand softly. “Yes, and if I may continue…
I’ll add that the hair of the Yaak is also of unusual fullness this
fall— thick and strong.”

The members sat silently, pondering everything said.

The merchant Pincar spoke first: “All of this is interesting
speculation, but I’ve heard this all before. Last year we heard
evidence that a certain conjunction of Ellini and Alberon would
bring a disastrous winter. The year before we were told a drought
would bring a cold and harsh season.” He sighed. “And both years,
the winters were average. Why should we think this year different?”
Pincar shook his head.

Many representatives turned to one another, nodding.

The Adairian scholar Druiden rose. “Let us not dismiss these
observations so hurriedly, good council members. I agree with the
honorable Pincar. We must not alarm the public without ample
evidence, yet these are unusual signs, and call for careful
debate.” Druiden sat.

“None can foresee the future,” Ruma said. “Nonetheless, we
should always prepare for the worst. A severe winter will cause
hardship for all of our people. Only fools would not take
precautions. This is the least we owe our citizens.”

Some representatives stared at the table, while others watched
the fireplace. Quintar noticed Ruma’s face suddenly flush with
shadow.

“There is something else,” Ruma said gravely. “But before we
debate this most controversial issue, my friend and senior
representative, Dumas, has requested some time to address you.
Dumas has asked only for our patience, and for us to kindly listen
to his statement.”

Dumas lifted his frail body gently from his seat. He nodded
curtly to Ruma, steadying himself against the table’s edge. “Fellow
representatives, I have seen by my calculations the better part of
thirteen springs. I know but a few in all the lands who can make
such a claim. Maybe now, there are none still alive.

“For this, I consider myself most fortunate, not only for a long
life, but also for the opportunity, so freely given to me, to nobly
serve my guild, my city, and our civilization.”

Dumas's gray eyes darted from person to person, catching briefly
the transfixed gaze of each. “But, alas my bones grow old and I’m
fast becoming weary, and I’m confident that I will not witness
winter’s end and spring’s golden renewal. Yet perhaps before I
depart, I can still be of use to the Council and to Tyrie. And I’m
grateful the Council has allowed an old man his opportunity to
ramble onward once again.”

Carathis said, “I speak for the entire Council, Master merchant.
We are all honored to be in the presence of one who has served
Tyrie with such dignity and for so long. Your opinions will always
be heard with earnestness, and given the greatest reflection and
consideration.”

There was a murmur of consensus around the table. Dumas lowered
his head, seemingly eager to continue.

“My earliest recollections are of the winter preceding the
spring of my second year. My father was a simple merchant, selling
Noreldan pelts in the winter or grains in summer and fall. My
mother was a strong woman, kept busy raising two daughters and five
sons for which I was youngest.

“We were not a wealthy merchant family, yet we managed to
survive living in a cabin somewhere to the northwest of Tyrie— the
exact location I’ll never know, but I do recall our home was
located on the wilderness’s edge. As you all know, many homesteads
in those earlier times were dispersed many kilometers from Tyrie’s
main settlement, even though our population was less than half what
it is today. These pioneers did not depend on the settlement for
their daily needs, and they remained self-sufficient even through
the harshest winters. I don’t recall many neighbors, nor contact
with humans other than my family, until my father brought me to
Tyrie’s settlement the following spring.

“That particular winter was unusually long, and I can still feel
the bitter cold in the depths of my bones. The storms raged for
days and days, and sometimes a single storm would pile snow higher
than the height of a man. I recall that by mid-winter, the drifts
covered our cabin’s roof.

“On a clear and cold afternoon, a strange man arrived at our
homestead. He was tall and rugged, and his face was scarred, and
his cheeks were burned from cold. A dark beard hung beneath the
burn, speckled with frost that stuck to the strands like ice on
trees. We had never seen a man like this before, so quite naturally
my brothers and I became quite fascinated with the stranger.

“My older brothers urged me outside the cabin and through a
tunnel of snow, and up a wooden stair we had built to reach the
snow’s height. There, I remember seeing a huge, white figure. My
five brothers and I circled the furry creature, studying its sturdy
legs, and stroking its gnarled, white pelt. I noticed a freshly
healed wound above a greenish stain on the Yaak-beast’s side. The
misfortunate creature carried a harness and pack upon its arched
back.

“Yaakman, my eldest brother said, motioning toward the cabin
where the stranger rested.

“Long past the afternoon and into the evening, the stranger and
my father spoke in hushed tones. Their speech was laced with
anxiety, and their faces flushed with anguish. To this day, I never
forgot the look of absolute fear upon my father's face. My mother
trembled with dread and huddled her children, sharing the
stranger's secret with only the eldest, whom she reasoned old
enough to understand.

“Before dawn of the following day, the stranger was gone.

“For some time thereafter, my father and my eldest brother
Gerrob would leave home for days on end, returning exhausted and
anxious. Many strangers came to our home, some staying hours, some
staying days; all seemed to bring sorrowful news. Food was scarce
and my family sometimes went for weeks without meat, surviving on
meager rations of stale grains and wild roots.

“One fateful night, my father returned alone. He bled from the
head and arm, and lay weakened from blood-loss. My mother tended to
his wounds, and then gathered the family. With her head held high,
she told us that our father would recover from his wounds, but
sobbed uncontrollably while reporting Gerrob’s death.

“Was it a… ? My older sister asked, daring not utter the
unspeakable word.

“Yes, my mother said grimly. It was Ordai.”

Ordai! Quintar thought. Ordai! Someone still lives
who witnessed a time when the legendary snow-beasts invaded the
Valley of the Great Confluence. It was as if a tale told in
folklore burst into life through a single eyewitness. No other name
could exact a more emotional response from Tyrie’s
citizens.

“The Ordai,” Tharmstron grunted above the Council’s murmurs. “Is
the honorable Dumas standing here, telling us the Ordai will return
this winter?”

Samael shook his head dismissively. “In Norelda, the watch for
Ordai ended in my father's time. I have yet to see any evidence of
the beast’s return.”

“Please, dear friends,” Ruma said. “Let our senior
representative continue. He has expressed his desire to offer some
additional explanation.”

Quintar felt a chill draft flow through the hall as the elder
merchant’s eyes fixed on the table’s center. Golden embers
flickered in the fireplace, sending glowing orbs spiraling into the
air. Quintar inhaled deeply, watching the embers rain slowly upon
the polished wooden floors.

“There is something else,” Dumas said gravely. “I recall my
father telling us that the Yaakmen had observed unusual behavior
among the beasts during the previous year’s fall season. Some of
this I can’t recall, but two points I still remember clearly: my
father told my brothers and me that the Yaak had developed a thick,
heavy pelt, and that the creatures were hoarding huge amounts of
food, far beyond amounts of prior years.

The representatives sat silently.

Finally, Carathis spoke: “This has also been observed and noted
in our oldest Yaakrider traditions and lore, some of which have
been passed down through generations in my trade.” He sighed. “The
Yaak likely hoard for a reason.”

Tharmstron said, “There appears to be ample signs the upcoming
winter will be harsh, and I’ve no doubt that others at this table
will prepare with great earnestness. But I’m still not convinced a
severe winter will summon the snow-beasts.” Tharmstron crossed his
arms and shook his head.

Ruma spoke: “Talk of the Ordai stirs many emotions amongst our
citizens. Tales of the snow-beasts are taught to our youngest
children, and are thus an integral part of our culture. But it has
been four generations since the Ordai roamed the Valley of the
Confluence, and understandably, to us, they are more legend than
real flesh and blood.”

Ruma rose to his feet, eyes steadfast with resolve. “But make no
mistake fellow representatives: to our forefathers, the terror was
real. I still recall the icy terror on my own grandfather’s face,
when he spoke of the horrible beasts from the north. Before he
died, he warned me never to forget that the snow-beasts may someday
return…”

“Ere long the days of winter fold

Of bitter root and tales of old

Eleven Thermegan shall fly anew

The twelfth shall the Ordai rule”

 

All eyes turned toward the slender Adairian scribe Porrias.

“May I… may I beg the Council's forgiveness. It was a saying
taught to me by my father, as it had been told by his father. I’ve
begun to scribe all such sayings, I’ve had the privilege to hear
and remember.”

Dumas looked the young scribe over, and then a thin smile formed
on the wizened merchant’s face. “I’ve talked too long, and now my
work is complete.” He lowered slowly to his seat.

Ruma, still standing, paused for a moment. “We have listened and
deliberated much this morning, and we still must hear from
Tharmstron and his young companion Ruppon. We must also discuss
plans for winter, and those discussions may continue for days.”
Ruma glanced out the window as bright sunshine beat down upon
Tyrie’s streets and a steady trickle fell from the Hall’s slushy
roof. “It appears that noon has passed. A break for food and fresh
air is in order.”

The representatives rose and began to file from the room.
Carathis turned to speak with Pincar. Quintar walked to the
hallway, coming face to face with Hayden. Their eyes locked.

Hayden’s jaw tightened. “Look at us now, both representatives…
”

“Mother would be proud,” Quintar replied.

Hayden chuckled nervously.

“And how are Ari and Marcura?”

“My sister Ari… Our sister Ari and her new husband have built a
homestead north of the city. She was disappointed you couldn’t
attend the joining. Mother is the same as always.”

“And Ruma?”

Hayden hesitated. “Father was interested to learn Carathis had
named you a representative. I’d not heard your name mentioned in
ages… only mother. Perhaps the passing seasons have mellowed him
some.”

A moment later, Ruma and Dumas strolled down the hall toward the
two men. Ruma stopped. Dumas nodded to Quintar and Hayden before
hobbling toward the door.

The three men stood in awkward silence. Ruma stared at Quintar
and their eyes met. “You present yourself well, young Yaakman. All
of us are pleased to have you here.”

“Thank you, father.”

Ruma nodded. And then he and Hayden turned, and strode down the
hallway.




CHAPTER  8

 

The noontime sun shone brightly over the Great Meeting Hall as
the representatives chatted and argued politely over the morning’s
business.

Ruma rose and held forth his hand. “Let us begin again. The day
grows short and we have a great deal to discuss before evening. Let
us now turn to the honorable Tharmstron, who has graciously
accepted Master Druiden’s invitation to address the Council,
although he has gone to great lengths to caution me that his
speech’s merits can only be judged by the Council itself.”

Tharmstron rose from his chair, tugging his green robe awkwardly
over broad shoulders. “Esteemed representatives, I would first like
to thank the Council for allowing us this time to speak. My young
comrade Ruppon and me will try not to take up much of the Council’s
valuable time. And I apologize for our crude speech, because as you
all know, we are an uneducated people, yet perhaps, I will be the
last generation to be so.” He nodded graciously toward Druiden and
Porrias.

Dumas’s eyes gleamed. “Judge not the manner of a man's speech,
but the content of his argument.”

“Well spoken,” Ruma said. “Now, please continue, Master
Tharmstron… ”

“Trappers, by their nature, roam far into the wilderness
searching for new and untapped areas full of healthy game. The
educated scholars of Adair know this well, and have formed an
alliance with us trappers to share information of the lands we’ve
traveled in return for maps and teachers to instruct our young.

“These maps have proved useful to the men and women in my
profession, and also to Yaakriders, who hunt far into the
wilderness and even to the south, below Lake Adair’s western bay.”
Tharmstron turned to Carathis and Quintar, who acknowledged with
polite nods.

“In late summer of this past year, I journeyed to Adair on
business. There, I had the honor of dining on fresh Quidida with
Master Druiden in his home overlooking the Bay of Adair. As we ate,
I told him a tale that had been told to me by a group of trappers
who our party met at an outpost located to the east of Norelda on
the wilderness’s edge.

“Indeed, the story was strange, yet as with other tales told and
retold at campfires all through the wilderness— and if the truth be
known, most of these stories are flavored with Jenna— we trappers
accept these tales as questionable, at best.”

The representatives chuckled.

“So as we ate, I laughed, and retold the story to Druiden, and
apologized for wasting his valuable time.

“But the wise Druiden was not amused. He listened to the tale
with great earnestness, and I saw in his eyes a glow of serious
thought. He asked me to seek out the tale’s source, and if I found
truthfulness in its claims, present the story to the Council of
Representatives.”

Tharmstron paused, inhaling deeply. “My esteemed council
members, I have not only spoken with the source, but I have brought
him here to tell the story in person.” He turned and placed his
hand on his young companion’s shoulder. “I present the trapper
Ruppon.”

Tharmstron sat and motioned Ruppon to stand.

The young trapper rose, his eyes darting to each of the
council.

“Please begin, young man,” Ruma said. “The Council is eager to
hear your tale. We are not often prepared in such a tantalizing
manner.”

“My name is Ruppon,” he began tepidly. “My family’s been
trappers for generations. I grew up at outposts all through the
wilderness. Like most of us trappers, I don’t call any one place my
home.

“In early spring of this year, just after the river retreat, me
and my older brother Jarem and five Breva entered the wilderness
southwest of the trapper outpost that Tharmstron mentioned before.
We wanted to get to a small valley between two mountain ranges
almost straight east from Adair. The valley’s cut by a river branch
coming into Lake Adair from its eastern arm.

“Us trappers like this route in the spring. The river is mostly
without rapids, and it’s easy to run hides by boat to the lake.
There, we can sell them to the merchants in Adair, or peddle them
right in Adair’s markets. Either way, a trapper can earn some good
credits.

“Jarem and me drove the Breva up the steep ground to a pass
between the mountains. Some of you might not know that a Breva is a
crossbreed between a Zampha and Mathran. We trappers like this
cross, because it has the strength of a Zampha and can climb like a
Mathran, which can come in handy when trapping in hilly
country.

“It took us a half cycle of Ellini to come down into the valley
from the north. The days were bright and there were good signs of
game. And we wasted no time setting our traps for the Camorr and
Alem that roamed the river retreat marches and stream basins of the
valley. Jarem and me camped close to our traps because we also
tracked Pinthra.

“One night, we used Alberon’s bright light to prepare our skins
for packing. There was no breeze, and I remember the smoke from our
fire drifted straight up into the branches of Sohla that surrounded
our campsite. Jarem found a wild pig in one of our traps, and we
roasted it. All I remembered hearing that night was the crackling
of Olaf in the fire and pork sizzling on the spit, until….

“Without no warning, our Breva became restless, yelping their
high pitch whine, and pulling on the ropes that bound them to the
trees. Jarem and me dropped our knives, and jumped for our
crossbows. We pointed our weapons into the dark shadows between the
trees.

“Pinthra? I whispered to Jarem.

“No, he said. It’s too early, and Pinthra don’t like a big
fire.

“Before I could say something else, we heard a man’s voice call
from the woods.

“I must beg pardon for annoying your animals, said the
voice.

“Jarem held his crossbow firm. Who are you? Come forward and
show your face. Don’t you know that men who sneak up on a trapper
after dark risk being split by an arrow, without no questions?

“I know, said the voice, because I was once a trapper like you.
But I’m very hungry, and I haven’t talked with another human in two
years.

“Through Alberon’s light, I saw a figure creep out from between
the trees.

“I’m alone and unarmed, the man said over and over.

“A weak and haggard man stepped into the firelight. His
shoulders were stooped, and he had long, gray hair and a scruffy
beard. His coat and boots were ragged, and his shirt and trousers
were tore. On his back, he carried an old skin pack. Later on, my
brother and me both agreed that he looked like a man who had
wandered the wilderness for a long time.

“My name is Darros, the man said. Can I make camp here and share
your pig, and some Jenna, if you might? I’ve not had Jenna for as
long as I can remember.

“His wild eyes shined at the idea of Jenna and pork. My first
thought was the man was crazed, so both of us kept our hands near
our bows.

“What brings you to this valley? Jarem asked. And if you are a
trapper, where are your traps?

“I said that I was once a trapper, Darros said, pulling off his
pack. Now I’m just a wanderer. I have no home.

“Why did you leave the settlements? I asked. Why would a man not
seek others for such a long time? Are you a criminal? I let him see
that I had a crossbow within easy reach.

“Darros walked to the fire, shaking his head. So many questions,
he said. I’m very hungry and thirsty. All the time, his eyes never
left the pig.

“We don’t starve fellow travelers, Jarem told him. Then my
brother cut a slice of pork, and handed it to the stranger. The man
ate like a crazed animal.

“After he ate a good part of our pig, he tried to explain his
past. Yes, he said, I was a trapper. I lived at an outpost near
Norelda. I’ve trapped most northern and southern routes, including
this one. I gave up trapping two springs ago, deciding instead to
roam the wilderness away from men and their ways.

“Darros gave us a look of disgust when he mentioned others, and
I gave my brother a quick look. Jarem just shook his head— we both
knew the man was not telling us all the truth.”

 

“Master Tharmstron,” Councilwoman Charon asked. “Have you any
confirmation, this man Darros was once a member of the trapper
community, as he had told young Ruppon?”

“Yes, Councilwoman Charon,” Tharmstron replied. “After the
honorable Druiden asked me to investigate this story further, I
talked to others at the Noreldan settlement that Ruppon spoke of.
Some say, a man calling himself Darros once trapped from a
northwest outpost, but he had not been seen in over two years.”

Tharmstron scowled. “More important, this man Darros did not
choose to leave the trade, he was banished for thievery! I believe
this is the same man.”

Ruma lifted his hand softly. “Well, let us continue with this
tale. Young man… ”

“As the night wore on, my brother and me warmed to the wandering
stranger. He ate his fill of pork and drank a good share of our
Jenna. As his hunger went away, he started to talk wondrous tales
of his time in the wilderness.

“He talked of traveling north and east, and up and through the
high mountains, where the air was thin, and huge mountains of hard
ice melted into deep, blue-green pools, even during summer’s heat.
And he talked of a barren pass, where game was scarce and hunger
nearly killed him. On clear days, he said, he could see mountains
so high they touched the sky in never-ending rows of peaks and
slopes.

“He barely survived the pass, and followed a stream down to a
basin that emptied into a bigger river running almost due east. He
said he didn’t follow the river right away, but he stayed near the
river’s bank the whole summer, hunting and fishing.

“There was plenty of game, he said. And he found at least nine
Yaak tribes. He figured about a thousand beasts lived in this one
valley alone.

“When winter came, he built a small cabin near one of the Yaak
tribes on a plateau overlooking the river. The Yaak didn’t pay him
much attention, except for one day, when three of the older female
Yaak stopped by. He’d guessed they were just curious of the cabin
he’d built.

“They took a good look at me and my cabin, he said, probably
just checking to see if I was dangerous. He laughed. Otherwise,
they just left me alone. They acted as if I wasn’t even there, he
said… strange beasts.”

“When spring came, he built a hollowed boat and waited for the
river to retreat. Then he abandoned his cabin, entering the river
flowing east.

“He told us that he floated down the twisting river for many
cycles of Ellini, stopping when he found good hunting grounds, or
when he just grew weary of traveling. By the stars and sun, he
noticed the river twisted southeast, then south, and even southwest
for awhile, passing through steep canyons and barren hills.

“Eventually, he told Jarem and me, the river opened to a marsh
so big that it took many days to cross, and that large
serpent-creatures lived in this marsh, so terrible, he spoke of
them little.”

The representatives murmured.

“Darros said that the marsh ending in a huge lake. And upon
crossing this lake, he found the river again, and then continued
southward.

“This stretch of the river contained many rapids, but Darros
said the good hunting along this rugged shore more than made up for
the perils of the waterway.

“Taking his time, Darros eventually made his way downriver. One
day, he saw a colony of birds feeding in the shallows below a high
riverbank. This made him wary, as he had come to learn that birds
often fed just above the beginning of rapids or falls.

“He said, the air was thick with dew, and he heard the dull
sounds of water in the distance, so he pulled his boat to the
shore. He walked through the woods to the river’s head. There, he
said, the forest opened to bare rock.

“Darros described to my brother and me, a waterfall higher than
he had ever seen in all his years. The water fell in two tiers: the
first he could see below, dividing the river into many streams; the
second falling into a valley, he could not yet see.

“Words couldn’t describe the view of that valley, he said. Two
mountain ranges towered on either side, and it spread out to the
southwest beyond his sight. From where he looked, the river pooled
at the bottom of the falls, and twisted down the valley’s
center.

“It took him two days to climb to the bottom of the falls, and
into the valley below. He described the land as green and full of
game, and he spent many cycles below the falls fishing and
hunting.

“This man Darros told us, he’d been happy to stay in this valley
forever, if he didn’t come upon what he saw next.”

Ruppon paused, glancing over the transfixed representatives.

“Just a day down the valley from the falls, he happened on a
clearing above the flood bank. Strange, he thought, because he had
never known Yaak to clear land in this way. The path through the
clearing appeared to have been made by men. He followed the path
into the forest, where he found a small cabin made of timber and
thatched reeds.”

 The council members began to murmur. Some shook their
heads while others openly expressed shock. Only Dumas sat
expressionless, staring at Ruppon.

“The cabin appeared to be built for four or five men. The beds
were crude, made of Sohla branches and Payet leaves. Darros thought
the cabins were not made sturdy enough to keep men safe in winter.
He also said that it looked like no one had been there since the
previous summer. When he walked farther away from the river, the
path opened to a wide clearing. Here, he said, he found a number of
fire pits surrounded by forty cabins.”

Carathis sprang to his feet. “Forty cabins! This suggests over a
hundred individuals. Who are these people and where did they come
from?”

“Can we not trace our ancestry back five or six generations?”
Charon asked. “Do we not have census information?”

“Yes,” Druiden replied. “The scholars of Adair have taken census
for over twenty years.

Pincar asked, “Then, can we not account for the loss of such a
group?”

“As you all know,” Druiden said. “Men or women may be banished
to the wilderness for a variety of reasons: murder, rape, thievery,
subjugation. But banishments are rare, and only two women in our
history have been exiled, and from all accounts, those women were
beyond child-bearing years.”

“Of course,” Charon said. “I follow Master Druiden's thought. A
group of this size would have required women, if they wished to
last more than a single generation.”

The others chuckled, yet only briefly.

Druiden turned. “Master Tharmstron, our census of the trapping
community has never been complete. Could a group of trappers have
become lost, or have deserted our lands for some reason?”

“Trapping is a dangerous business. And many brave men have been
lost, and have lost their lives in my trade. And some have been
banished as thieves or worse. But our community is small, and I’m
certain that if a large group of trappers had abandoned the Valley
of the Confluence, it would have been noted in our tales or song. I
have asked the old and wise at all of our outposts, and they know
of no such tale.”

The representatives spent a moment to talk among themselves.

“Please, fellow representatives,” Ruma said. “Let us not forget
this tale was authored by a verified thief.”

There were a few murmurs and nods of agreement around the table,
including Tharmstron.

“Nonetheless, we should hear the remainder of Ruppon's story
before deciding its merit. Please continue, young trapper.”

“Darros searched the camp, but found nothing to give him a clue
of who these men were, or what they were doing in this valley, or
where they came from. But he did tell Jarem and me that he thought
these men were hunters, not trappers; although he did not give us a
reason why he thought so.

“Also, Darros didn’t tell us why he left the valley and returned
to Tyrie. When we asked him outright, he shrugged his shoulders, or
changed the subject.

“Darros stayed with Jarem and me for almost a full cycle. As the
days passed, he told us more and more of his adventure, of which I
told the Council just a small amount. He worked hard, helping us
with the traps. He even hunted fresh game for us to eat. Day by
day, he earned our trust.

“Jarem was taken by the stranger, and they talked often of
adventure. Darros spoke of returning to the valley of the Great
Falls, and my brother listened with great interest. One day Jarem
told me that he’d decided to go with Darros into the strange lands.
He asked me to return to Adair with the furs we’d trapped, and
place his profits aside until he came back.

“I tried, but I couldn’t talk my brother out of leaving with
this man. Jarem was always interested in adventure and the unknown.
So I bid him farewell, and told him I’d return to Adair. Jarem
promised to return before the first sign of fall.”

Ruppon glanced downward. “Honorable representatives, it is near
winter and my brother hasn’t returned. Jarem is a strong man, and
experienced in ways of survival in the wilds, but after learning of
Darros's criminal past, I fear for my brother’s life. So I now
pledge, if he does not return between now and spring, I will
venture forth into the wilderness to find him, alone if I must.
This is the least I owe my brother. I thank you for hearing my
tale.”

Ruppon bowed and returned to his seat.

“Thank you, young man,” Ruma said. “And now I must ask an
important question. Do you think this man was telling the truth? Or
do you think this tale was born in this criminal’s imagination?
What does your heart tell you?”

“I, and my brother, believed the man was truthful, except for
his reason for leaving Tyrie.”

The merchant Pincar asked, “Then why do you not think he might
lie about finding the village of men? Perhaps he spun this tale to
regain favor with the trapper communities and petition to end his
banishment.”

“I can explain my feeling in no other way, honorable
representatives.”

Ruma turned to the young Adairian scribe. “Master Porrias,
Druiden tells me you are knowledgeable in the ways of maps and
their history. Can any of this man’s stories be validated?”

Porrias stood before the Council. “Much of the story Ruppon
recounted is consistent with our sparse knowledge of these lands. I
have spoken to men, who have heard tales of an expansive valley
located over the great dividing ranges to the northeast of Norelda—
although none of these men themselves have ventured through the
mountains and returned.”

Pincar grunted. “Tales spun over campfires?”

“Perhaps,” Tharmstron said. “Yet the Valley of the Yaak has been
a part of trapper lore for generations. I’ve heard of this vale
long before Ruppon recounted Darros’s story.”

“Yaakriders too,” Carathis said, “have heard tales of a valley
over the eastern ranges. These lands are said to be rich with
Charkur and Waax, and home to countless Yaak.”

Porrias cleared his throat. “The regions beyond the valley
described by Darros cannot be substantiated by map, witness, or our
many legends. Darros described a large river flowing through the
valley of the waterfalls. It is quite possible this river merges
with our own Great River somewhere to the southeast.” Porrias
shrugged. “And to where that river flows, none can guess.”

Porrias bowed and returned to his seat.

All of the representatives sat silently, deep in thought.

Ruma raised his palm. “Unquestionably, the people of Tyrie have
at times endured great hardships, yet our lands are fertile and
full of game; consequentially, starvation is rare, even during our
harshest winters. Because we have possessed so many natural
resources, we have neglected to seek new lands and explore our
world. Although we have made great strides in educating our
citizens, our knowledge of areas beyond this valley is sadly
lacking.

“Honorable representatives, the time will come when we must seek
new lands for our children, and our children's children, so they
may grow and flourish. I say this time is now.”

Carathis said, “We must also think of our security. If there is
any truth to this criminal’s story, let us not forget there are
other men occupying lands near Tyrie. We cannot judge their
intentions. They may wish to harm us, man against man.”

Charon gasped. “Men killing men? Why? For what purpose?”

“The wise Carathis is correct,” the elder Dumas said. “We know
nothing of these men’s culture or history. They may have values
very different than ours.”

 Ruma gently waved his hand. “I will now suggest that we
send an envoy of our bravest and brightest citizens into the wilds
to explore new lands, and possibly become ambassadors to the world
of men.”

Ruppon rose to his feet. “I will be the first to volunteer. I
had already made up my mind to search for my brother, but I’d
gladly accept the company of others.”

“And I will go with him,” Porrias said. “The chance to explore
the unknown is every mapmaker and historian’s dream.”

Quintar thought for a moment, and then rose slowly. “I will also
volunteer my services.”

Carathis’s eyes flared. Ruppon’s face brightened.

“Any group entering the wilderness must be offered protection,”
Quintar said. “And few men can match a Yaakrider with a bow. I’m
certain by spring we’ll find other brave men willing to join us.”
Quintar caught Barrazan’s gaze before returning to his seat.

Ruma paused for a moment. “This is a promising start, and like
Quintar, I’m confident others will come forward before winter’s
end.”

The wizened educator Druiden said, “I will now propose this
journey be organized by the scholars of Adair. I assume this
mission will be one of exploration and diplomacy.”

“If these explorers encounter hostile men,” Carathis said. “The
blood spilled will be mostly Yaakrider.”

Ruma held out his hands. “Please, please.”

Carathis brushed his palm outward. “Yet I’ll defer to Master
Druiden here. All men— including Yaakmen— are free to do as their
conscience leads them. But, I must state before the Council that my
guild will offer much, yet suffer the most, if good men are
lost.”

Druiden lowered his eyes. “Nobody doubts the bravery and
generosity of the men of the Yaak, Master Carathis. We all
acknowledge the sacrifice your guild is prepared to make.”

“Fine,” Ruma said. “Now we must turn to more tedious concerns,
such as our plans for winter.” He sighed. “Let us begin by talking
about the grain storehouses.”




CHAPTER  9

 

Barrazan wondered between snaking bonfires and stumbling
revelers on the eve of the Council’s first day. He halted and
tugged his overcoat close, awestruck by Tyrie’s expansive hillside
dotted with hundreds of blazing torches. The whiff of pungent Olaf
burned his nostrils, and strong Jenna clouded his thoughts.

“Barrazan.” He heard a voice from amongst the revelers. He
noticed Lenna staggering through the crowd cradling a flask. “We’ve
been looking for you, fisherman.”

“Who are we, my drunken friend?”

“A group of us over at Farissa's Inn.” Lenna wiped his lips.
“Are you waiting for… ?” He pointed up.

Barrazan gazed upward into the starry night. Ellini hung low on
the northwestern horizon casting a dull red hue over the
snow-capped mountains. “A moonless sky has fascinated me since I
was a boy.”

“Yes, and on Council's eve… ” Lenna raised his flask and gulped.
“May we consider it an omen, good or bad?”

“I’ve witnessed it countless times upon Lake Adair, where the
skies blaze like crystal jewels over the open water.” Barrazan
paused. “And what fate awaits me at Farissa’s?”

“Quintar and the Adairian Porrias have been discussing next
spring’s expedition into the wilderness. I’ve been sent out amongst
the masses to find you, my friend.”

“Why seek me?”

“Quintar thought you might be interested.”

“Is that so?”

“But… ” Lenna drunkenly touched his lips. “We’ve already decided
you’re coming with us.”

“Perhaps you should have asked me first.”

“There seemed such little doubt. I told them how many times I’ve
heard you speak of adventure.”

“Adventure? Me?” Barrazan laughed. “Was the trapper Ruppon with
them?”

Lenna’s smile evaporated. “The trapper’s opinion is unimportant.
Druiden of Adair has agreed to sponsor this mission for the glory
of Tyrie. I would not risk my life searching for some trapper’s
lost brother.”

“Apparently, you have already decided to go with them?”

“Indeed, nothing now prevents me…”

The two men stood in awkward silence. Finally, Lenna asked: “Are
you coming with me?”

“Into the wilderness?”

“No, my slow-witted Adairian friend; are you coming with me to
Farissa’s?”

“I fear the Jenna has gotten the better of you, good Yaakrider,
and in the morning you’ll regret what you’ve committed to
tonight.”

Lenna smirked. “A chance like this comes once in a
lifetime…”

“Have you thought this through, Lenna? What of your guild? Your
duties?”

“Our duties will await us upon our return.”

“And perhaps, some renown?”

Lenna tipped his flask. “If that's what you seek… Come, let us
go together and explore this world.”

Barrazan sighed. “I’ll decide after I listen to Quintar and
Porrias.”

“That’s all we ask, good fisherman. Come with me to the Inn.
I’ll buy the drinks. Maybe then, you’ll commit to ideas of
adventure.” He belched.

Barrazan walked through the crowded streets with his arm over
the Yaakman’s shoulder. They laughed, joked, and caught up on
recent events. Barrazan told Lenna of the first day of the Council,
and the odd subjects discussed. Lenna recounted the events in his
life following the tragic death of his young wife.

The two men stopped beneath a dangling sign: Farissa's Inn
and Pub. Two burly trappers staggered out the door. One of the
men stumbled and fell headfirst into the street. The other man
laughed, helping his companion back up.

Barrazan and Lenna entered the pub. Barrazan noticed a large man
pouring spirits at the pub’s rear. The odd trio of Ruppon, Porrias,
and Quintar sat in a darkened corner, surrounding two huge pitchers
of Farissa's brew.

Lenna patted Barrazan’s shoulder. “Look who I brought back with
me. I told you I could snare him.”

Quintar pulled up a chair. “Good work Lenna. He’s a good catch
indeed.”

Barrazan gazed at Quintar, and then nodded to the others.

“Please sit, my friend,” Quintar said. “Have a cup of Farissa's
brew, and tell me what you think of ominous speeches of long
winters, snow-beasts, and strange men in strange lands.”

Barrazan plopped down and grabbed an empty cup. “One cannot say
this Council has been boring. I feel the warnings of a harsh winter
are strong and undeniable, but for the Ordai, I cannot say. Men
predict the return of the snow-beasts each winter, and still the
creatures have not yet reemerged. And if they did, then I guess
we’d have little choice but defend ourselves.”

“I agree,” Porrias said. “We must prepare for a bitter winter,
yet we mustn’t panic citizens with talk of Ordai— that is, until we
have solid evidence the monsters have revisited.”

Barrazan filled his glass. “There is another thing I don’t
understand. If these bad winters and roaming snow-beasts happen
every so many years, then why don’t we find this written in our
history? Each season we appear to guess haphazardly regarding
future events. Why is this so?”

“This has also puzzled the educators of Adair for generations,
good fisherman. Although our knowledge of mathematics, linguistics,
and science is strong, we are weakest in knowledge of our own
history. It’s as though our forefathers did not care, or a large
part of our past has been erased, or—”

“For what purpose?” Quintar asked.

“We don’t know, but my mentor Druiden has dedicated a great deal
of his life searching for a reason, if a reason exists.”

Barrazan rubbed his chin. “Still, this makes no sense. Knowledge
of the past can only help us cope with present troubles, can it
not?”

Porrias held out his empty mug for Lenna to fill. “Yes, my
friend. I can offer you an example: If we could predict when the
Ordai will return, we could better prepare for the beasts, and
possibly save lives. And then, perhaps, during off-winters, not
waste valuable resources when it is disadvantageous to do so.”

Quintar said, “This may also explain why Druiden was so
intrigued by Ruppon's story. Perhaps Druiden feels we will learn
more about ourselves by encountering men who are not of Tyrie.”

“Druiden seeks knowledge as a Yaakrider seeks a fine brew,”
Porrias said. “Scholars have long reasoned that we are not the only
men occupying this world, but there has always been little or no
support for venturing forth. Now, Ruppon’s story has given us a
reason.”

Porrias took a long sip. “But exploring the wilderness will be
dangerous, and we’re grateful Quintar has agreed to help us in this
quest. And I hope Barrazan will, also.”

“But I’m just a fisherman,” Barrazan said. “What skills can I
bring? I’m not skilled in ways of traveling by land.”

“If the criminal Darros has been truthful, much of the
unexplored areas can be traversed by boat. We need someone skilled
in raft construction and navigation, if the need arises.”

Barrazan stroked his chin. “Are you planning to travel by foot
or by Yaak?”

“Possibly foot, possibly Yaak, possibly boat.” Porrias turned to
the Yaakleader. “What do you think Quintar? Traveling by Yaak, at
least initially, may have its advantages.”

Quintar nodded slightly. “Yes, for speed, strength, and
mobility, the Yaak have no equal.”

Barrazan sighed, giving each man a fleeting look. “And who will
lead our little group? Has this already been decided?”

Porrias and Ruppon glanced toward Quintar.

Finally, Porrias spoke: “We have plenty of time to determine our
leader. Maybe this question can best be resolved after our party
has been assembled.”

Barrazan eyed Porrias, and then Quintar. The Yaakleader appeared
spellbound by the fire’s sparkling reflection in his mug’s
crystal.

“This trip will be dangerous,” Quintar said. “And there’s a fair
chance some, or all of us, may not return. None can say what we’ll
find in the far wilderness away from our comfortable valley.”

Lenna said, “We all know the risks, Quintar, but our chances of
survival will improve tenfold with you and Barrazan along.”

Ruppon filled his own mug, and then the mugs of his four
companions. He held his mug high, firelight dancing in his eyes.
“May we all return here… to Farissa’s Inn… one year from today, and
tell our tale at a council held in our honor.”

The five mugs clinked together. Lenna’s eyes narrowed.

“And to my brother, Jarem… may he be here with us drinking some
of Farissa’s fine brew.”

Ruppon, Quintar, Porrias, and Barrazan took a long drink while
Lenna hesitated. Barrazan watched as Lenna glared at the trapper,
then caught Quintar’s steely eye.

Finally, Lenna raised his mug and gulped.

**********

“Look what I have, great-great-grandfather,” the boy said,
holding forth a necklace of multi-colored beads.

Dumas lifted the trinket into the Tyrinian Square’s flickering
light. “A fine piece of jewelry… It may make you rich.”

The boy smiled.

“It’s getting late, young man. We should find your grandmother.
She will take you home.”

The boy's smile faded.

A woman wearing matching Mathran slacks and coat pushed her way
through the crowd. Her gray-streaked hair was braided and tucked
beneath a round green cap. She smiled, taking the youngster’s hand.
“Did you have fun with your great-pa? Now it’s time to come home,
and out of the cold.”

The boy looked up at his mother, pouting.

“And what of you, grandfather?”

Dumas’s eyes danced. “I’ll be home shortly, darling Zahra. I
only wish to see people I’ve known in happy times. You know how I
enjoy watching people in celebration. And this fall will be my
last.”

“Hush, grandfather, you know I don’t like such talk.”

“Don’t feel sad for me, granddaughter. I’ve lived a life fuller
than most. It’s the way of all things. We all face death.”

Zahra lifted her head, smiling sadly. “Just don’t be too late,
or we’ll come out after you.” She turned toward her home while the
boy waved goodbye.

 

The evening deepened, and the citizens gathered in the streets
awaiting Ellini’s disappearance. Some huddled close to the fires to
keep warm, while others seemed content to watch, away from the
bonfire’s glow. Still, some citizens sought out neighbors and
friends to exchange pleasantries, and congratulations for an
abundant and successful season.

Dumas ordered another twenty barrels of wine, and the people in
the street whooped and cheered, praising him for his kindness and
generosity. “If one takes, one must give back in kind,” he said in
a soft voice.

Dumas strolled through the marketplace, his withered hand
leaning on a cane fashioned of Sohla; its handle carved into the
likeness of a Sequippa plant, a symbol of prosperity and wealth.
The robe of councilman flowed gracefully beneath his Alem-skin
jacket.

Dumas greeted many acquaintances in the square. He stopped and
spoke with Ruma, and Ruma's son Hayden. Ruma discussed the Council,
and how grateful he was for Dumas’s contribution. And he met his
business rival, Pincar, who hugged the old merchant like a long
time friend.

He noticed the trapper Tharmstron and the rugged Noreldan Balyar
sitting at a darkened table near the square. They appeared to be
having a serious conversation, and their faces bore deep concern.
Dumas chose not to interrupt them. The concerns of today are
for young leaders, he thought. I have given my advice and
warnings to the Council. My mission is now complete.

He turned away from the crowds, walking into a narrow alley
between the settlement’s lowest tiers. Closed shops and foundries
lined each side of the deserted street. He stopped, lifted a torch
from its holder, and held it aloft.

Dumas continued along the swerving road and up the valley’s
basin. He stopped to catch his breath. He turned and saw Ellini
hovering just over the western ridge. The marketplace of Tyrie,
speckled by dozens of fires, lay before him.

Dumas marveled how the markets had grown during his long
lifetime. He recalled a time when merchants were selfish and
unorganized, and when some goods were not traded in many parts of
the lands. He beamed proud, knowing it was he, Dumas, who foresaw
the need to sign treaties with Adair and Norelda; it was he who
assured commodities from all three settlements are available to all
citizens; it was he who….

Dumas’s head dropped in disgust and disappointment.

He ambled up the winding road, passing the last scattered
homesteads. The darkness engulfed him as he turned from the road
onto a worn pathway. He hobbled up the path, emerging amid a
clearing. He turned and beheld the settlement bathed in soft
starlight.

Tyrie is a city now, he thought, not just a
settlement. Tyrie is a place of culture and history, a place where
my great-grandchildren and their great-grandchildren will live,
grow, and educate their young, to advance Tyrie to even greater
heights beyond even my greatest dreams or expectations.

Suddenly, a cool breeze whipped through the trees, catching him
unprepared. His torch sputtered in his wrinkled hand, and the chill
paralyzed him. Dumas pulled his jacket close.

In an instant, long suppressed memories flooded back to him. He
fought his thoughts, his emotions, yet he couldn’t halt the
emptiness and isolation, rushing through his soul. He clutched his
breast.

But it has been a heavy burden that I’ve carried— almost too
much for a mortal man. And I bore it my entire life, and now I bear
it alone… .

The truth… .

He staggered along a narrow stone walkway, and across the
shadowy meadow. A stone monument overlooking the cliff towered
before him. He stopped.

His aged mind spun with memories from his young adulthood: The
clandestine councils, the elitist scholars holding to themselves
the secrets of their ancient history that—

Dumas remembered the first time they’d told him, and his
complete disbelief. It was too terrible to be true; it couldn’t
be true. Yet was it too terrible to keep from future
generations? Did future Tyrinians not have the birthright to
know? He shook his head.

And he remembered when they voted… when they debated for days,
and cycles, and years, whether to abandon the truth.

They did have their rationale, Dumas thought. They
did present their case with great care, and many were swayed by
their… reasoning.

Dumas brushed his graying brow and covered his ears, desperate
to muffle voices screaming in his head. He looked upward at a
staircase spiraling from the monument’s base to a platform twelve
or thirteen meters above his head.

Dumas leaned on his cane, breathing easier. The voices quieted
to a whisper.

He remembered there were scholars of conscience. There were
those who pleaded that the truth must be preserved— those who
preached that the truth would someday be revealed anyway.

And then, he recalled sadly, how they were silenced. A
mockery.…

He felt proud of these men in later years, but inwardly, he felt
painful guilt— for he, Dumas, was not one of them; he had voted
with the majority to bury the truth with his generation.

And now, he was an old man— the last of the spineless. And he
was sworn to uphold the oath of his predecessors. And he knew he
would take his oath to his death; he could do little else.
Could the elders have been right all along? Are we better off
in darkness? Dumas shook his head.

Now, nearing the end of life's journey, he realized his grave
mistake. He would have voted differently, if only he had a second
chance. But that was what all men say, who lack the necessary
courage to follow their own convictions.

His frail legs carried him up the spiral staircase. He ambled
forward then stopped. The voices disappeared, and an eerie calm
settled over him.

He thought of the young scribe Porrias, and the new generation
of scholars who occupied the academies of learning in Tyrie and
Adair. He grinned, a pained expression mixed with remorse and joy.
The young will lead us where the old have failed. Dumas
could only hope.

He crept upward, emerging atop The Pinnacle of Time: a
monument built by his ancestors to observe the skies above the
lands of Tyrie. He ran his aged hands over the stone-etched symbols
representing Ellini, Alberon, and the tiny winter moon Thermegan—
an eternal testament glowing in radiant starlight.

His thoughts turned to the men occupying lands the criminal
Darros had described. The scholars had always known other
groups of men roamed this world, yet none knew if these men had
access to the truth, or if they would share this knowledge with the
people of the Great Confluence. Perhaps this young Porrias will
find out.

He sighed. But, as for me, I’ll never live to know.

Dumas buttoned his coat and lifted his head toward the expanding
heavens. Ellini had now disappeared behind the western ridge, and
the clear sky gleamed with a thousand thousand stars.

His gray eyes strained, searching all too familiar patterns. And
he could not help but wonder… .

### End of Part 1###




PART 2:  ISOLATION

 

CHAPTER  10

 

The forty-sixth cycle of Ellini, following the first turning of
the leaves of Payet, marked a welcome break in the relentless
storms that ravaged the lands of Tyrie. Throughout the territories
of the Great Confluence, the snow drifted to the mid-height of Olaf
conifers, and steady winds blew drifts tens of meters deep,
covering entire forests and valleys almost beyond recognition of
Yaakriders who dared trek between settlements during deepest
winter.

The air was bitter cold— colder than any winter recalled by
Tyrie’s eldest citizens. And with the harsh winter came the threat
of hunger, particularly to the inhabitants of the northern
settlement of Norelda, who relied on regular grain shipments from
Tyrie’s storehouses to supplement their rations of fish and wild
game.

 

Northeast of the ford of Sarhelm in the remote ranges above
Tyrie’s Great River, Cheryll pushed aside Ryllia’s long white fur
and peered deep into the snowy forest. A Shallow ravine lay before
her, strewn with huge boulders, and braced by a steep bank that
disappeared above the evergreen’s snow-laden branches. The
Yaakwoman reasoned that a frozen stream lay hidden beneath the
ravine’s ice.

Cheryll gently urged the Yaak forward.

Ryllia took a single step and halted. Cheryll spotted a group of
lean Chakra wondering through the ravine. Two of the pig-creatures
appeared to be fighting over a branch of withered leaves stuck in
the ice.

Abruptly, the Chakra paused. Together, they raised their ugly
snouts and sniffed. Cheryll stealthily removed an arrow from her
quiver. Ryllia held steady.

Suddenly, the pigs erupted in squeals and wails, scrambling over
each other and across the snow. A layer of ice collapsed, trapping
one of the creatures in a shallow crevasse. The ensnared Chakra
yelped and clawed at the fissure’s edge while the other pigs
scrambled above the bank.

Cheryll raised her bow. The struggling Chakra reached the
surface just in time to meet Cheryll’s arrow. Gravely wounded, the
Chakra thrashed, dragging itself toward the forest. Cheryll
reloaded and fired again, striking her prey squarely in the chest.
The pig collapsed.

Ryllia tramped forward. Cheryll pulled herself from her harness
and into waist-deep snow. Reaching forward, she sliced the pig’s
throat.

The Yaakwoman wasted little time gutting the pig. She tossed the
entrails across the drifts before stopping to catch her breath.

Suddenly, Cheryll heard sounds of movement from the woods. She
turned abruptly, crouching in the snow and leaning defensively
towards Ryllia. Cheryll watched another Yaak emerge from between
the evergreens, and she breathed easier.

The massive white beast lumbered forward, halting beside Ryllia.
The beast’s rider removed a scarf, revealing a chapped face with
charcoal-blackened cheeks.

“I see help has finally arrived,” Cheryl said, wiping her
forehead with her sleeve. “And just in time to eat, I guess.”

Arrol brushed aside his long black hair. “You know Agthor takes
her sweet time.”

“And so does her rider, apparently.”

“And when does the champion markswoman in all Tyrie need help
taking a wounded Chakra?”

Cheryll’s green eyes gleamed; her face straightened. “Champion
marksman or markswoman… ”

Arrol smirked.

Cheryll poked her knife into the pig’s carcass. “The meat has
very little fat, but I’ll wager it’ll taste sweet nonetheless.”

“At this point, any meat is welcome.”

“Of that, there is little doubt. Even Yaakriders grow thin on
diets of roots and grain.”

“I only hope we don’t meet the same fate as the Chakra,” Arrol
replied glumly.

Cheryll glanced skyward. “Meat is scarce, but good weather is
precious. So far we’ve been fortunate with fair weather, but today,
I feel change in the air.” She shook her head. “And it does not
bode well.”

Arrol nodded. “Yes, I feel the sky’s weight in my ears, my
brain, and in my heart… Regardless, we cannot waste any more time
on excursions like this. Norelda needs this cargo more than we need
to fill our bellies. We must push onward.”

Cheryll secured the raw meat to Ryllia’s side, and then bent to
clean her knife.

Suddenly, Agthor swung to a deep grove of Sohlas to the
Yaakrider's left. Nearly thrown from his harness, Arrol grabbed a
clump of the Yaak’s hair, holding tight. “Steady, girl,” he
cried.

 A moment later, Ryllia straightened to full height,
turning her hairy body in the same direction.

Standing in a deep drift, Cheryll felt her heart thump her chest
wall. Hurriedly, she scanned the deep woodland, noticing nothing
unusual. Listening attentively, she heard the soft whooshing of
water beneath the ice and the whisper of light snow sifting through
the bush. Above her head, darkened clouds floated lazily across the
afternoon sky.

Together, the beasts stared into the placid forest. Cheryll
heard Agthor draw frigid air through her wide nostrils. Almost
soundlessly, the great beast slowly released her lungs.

 Arrol moved his face close to Agthor’s ear. “What is it my
friend? Is it more Chakra?”

Agthor and Ryllia remained motionless for several more moments
before turning calmly back to the stream.

Cheryll shivered, and then pulled her overcoat close to her
boney frame. She glanced toward Arrol, but the Yaakleader avoided
her gaze.

 Arrol pulled his hood snug and wrapped his face. “Come…
Daylight burns quickly.” He turned Agthor toward the woods.

Cheryll sheathed her knife, and then pulled herself upon
Ryllia’s back. The two Yaak trudged urgently into the forest.

 

At midday, the Yaaktroop plodded into a shallow valley carved
between steep slopes. Agthor with Arrol led the troop, followed by
fifteen Yaakraya laden with grains and foodstuffs from Tyrie’s
storehouses. Cheryll upon Ryllia, and Borros upon his Yaak, closed
up the rear.

The line of Yaakbeasts pushed onward and by late afternoon
Cheryll reckoned the troop was due west of the southwestern corner
of Lake Norelda. A high, dangerous pass blocked their path to the
frozen lake. Once they crossed the pass, they could easily trek to
the northern settlement atop the lake’s ice. Cheryll reasoned the
pass could be traversed in a single day, if the weather permitted,
and if they made camp as far into the pass as possible without
exposing themselves to the ever present threat of avalanche.

But evening approached, and they hadn’t yet reached the pass.
Arrol found a clearing and ordered the troop to make camp.

One by one, the groaning Yaakraya crouched against trees on the
wood’s periphery. Borros and Cheryll shoveled a wide pit in the
drifts. Arrol strapped on his snowshoes and collected firewood. In
short order, a warm fire crackled in the center of the pit, and
Cheryll’s paltry Chakra roasted on its flames.

The sun dropped behind the high ranges to the west, and darkness
and bitter cold engulfed the valley. Ominous dark clouds crept
across deepening skies covering brilliant stars. Cheryll noted
Ellini’s low position in the sky, and Alberon’s total absence. The
Yaakwoman anticipated seeing Thermegan tonight, but not before
total nightfall.

Borros squatted beside the fire and removed his gloves. He held
his rough hands toward the flames. “The warmth is good, but I’d
feel much better with a belly full of warm meat.”

“Be patient, dear Borros,” Cheryll said, bracing her crossbow
between her knees. “None of us have eaten game since we crossed
Sarhelm. You can wait until the meat is cooked. A member crippled
with Lermaas would not bode well.”

Burros rubbed his stomach. “Still, my gut yearns for pig. I’ve
grown weary of cold cereals and dried roots.”

“We all are, yet I can wait. I’ve seen what Lermaas can do to a
party. I’ve buried Yaakriders… ”

“As have I, but my hunger conquers my caution, good
Yaakwoman.”

Beyond the firepit, Arrol sat motionless— a lonely and bundled
figure staring into the dark forest. A row of towering Yaak knelt a
few meters beyond him.

Borros waved toward Arrol. “And what of he? Why isn’t he by the
fire seeking warmth?”

“Arrol is as hungry as you and I. He’ll come when the Chakra’s
ready. Although I'll admit, Arrol’s been acting strange of late…
very secretive.”

“What troubles him?”

“He’s been spending a lot of time studying the Yaak’s habits,
both at camp and on the trail. He’s concerned about something, yet
keeps it to himself.” Cheryl flexed her fingers over the fire. “But
even I have noticed the Yaak acting unusual of late— restless.”

“Pinthra?”

“Not likely. Yaak fear nothing in the wild.”

“You’re right, of course. The Yaak could destroy the dark beasts
in a heartbeat. But Pinthra are dangerous, and hunger can drive any
creature to madness.”

“I find it hard to believe that Pinthra concerns our
leader.”

“Then what could… ?”

Cheryll shrugged. “I’m not sure, but Arrol does understand the
Yaak better than most men alive, and he does seem puzzled.
Something concerns him, and that’s what concerns me.”

Arrol trudged through the snow and approached the pit. He
removed his snowshoes and eased himself downward. He thrust his
hands toward the fire, his eyes gleaming like a madman. “Perhaps
I’m dreaming?”

Cheryll sliced a generous portion of pig and handed it to the
Yaakleader. “The meat is real enough.”

Arrol shoved the meat into his mouth.

Borros wiped pig-grease from his chin. “Did you see
anything?”

Arrol hesitated. “I see only a frigid night. The stars shine
brightly, but clouds are gathering.”

Cheryll glanced at Borros, and then to Arrol. “Did you see
anything in the forest?”

“Nothing,” Arrol replied.

 

Cheryll ate until her shrunken stomach was full. The pig
rejuvenated her weakened body and her spirit lifted. The Yaakriders
began to talk of their families and of returning to Tyrie. And of
the spring, although Borros told Cheryll, he believed winter would
never end.

Borros lay back and closed his eyes. “I have never imagined such
cold and snow. Sometimes when I’m alone, I can feel a touch of warm
sunlight, I can see rows of bronze grains drifting in a soft breeze
on the plains below the confluence, and I can hear small children
playing in the fields. These are things I miss most of all.”

Cheryll smiled. “I miss the parties of springtime— the spring
festivals in Tyrie and Adair. The colorful vendors, people laughing
joyfully at springtime's renewal; these are what I look forward to
partaking and sharing.”

“We all dream of the future,” Arrol said. “But first, I must
remind you of the dangers before us. Crossing the mountains is
dangerous in good weather, but during a storm, the risk of
avalanche will never be greater.”

Above the pit, the trees began to sway in a gathering breeze.
Arrol pointed skyward. “The stars and moons have disappeared, and I
fear a storm’s onset before sunrise. I’ll wait until morning to
decide whether to enter the pass, or make camp until the storm
ends.”

Cheryll shook her head. “But we’re almost a quarter-cycle late
to Norelda as it is.”

“I’m aware of our schedule! Although we may be late, the good
citizens of Norelda will be grateful we had chosen the safer route
rather than risking their precious food. The Noreldans must get
this shipment— late, if fate dictates so.”

Cheryll sensed deep concern in the Yaakleader's eyes. Was he
concerned about Norelda, the pass, or the weather? Or was it
something else?

“And now some rest,” Arrol said. “Tomorrow, the route will be
troublesome.”

**********

Arrol awoke to steady snowfall. He gathered the troop and began
the drive into a high, narrow pass between the mountains. Deep
inside, he still hoped to traverse the pass and begin the climb
down to Lake Norelda’s frozen surface before nightfall. But his
concerns about the snow accumulating above the pass tempered his
hopes, and the newly fallen snow only made the journey more
dangerous. And if the snow turned into a blizzard? Arrol
shook his head.

Arrol's mind spun with thoughts and speculation. Why do the
Yaak act so aggressive? Do they feel threatened? The creatures
possess an acute sense of danger. But what did they sense?

The troop tramped through the snow, the Yaak's wide feet sinking
deep into the drifts. Soon, the ground began to slope upward, and
the forest thinned. Agthor and Arrol led the troop through the
final treacherous leg before the pass.

The path wound upward, and the snow fell in thick waves. The
wind whistled through the rocks and along the sheer cliffs
above.

The Yaakraya rested often. Borros found it more and more
difficult to convince the beasts to continue. Borros reported this
worrisome trend to Arrol.

 

Approaching late morning, the storm raged mercilessly. Arrol
peered from beneath Agthor’s snow-caked pelt, yet saw only vague
forms through the blinding whiteness. Arrol knew in his heart that
the pass was near, but he wasn’t certain how far. Arrol also
realized the day was burning quickly, and the troop had to get
through the pass or retreat and wait out the storm.

Agthor slowed to a halt on a level area beside a grove of trees.
Arrol bent close to the beast’s ear. “Agthor?”

Agthor stood firm, shaking her hairy head from side to side. She
groaned loudly.

Borros’s Yaak ambled to Agthor’s side. Borros removed his scarf
and brushed off snow.  He shouted over the blizzard’s wail.
“The Yaakraya have refused to continue.”

“The pass is near,” Arrol said. “We must clear the mountain
before daylight fails. We cannot make camp here. It is not
safe.”

“I will follow your command,” Borros replied tersely.

Suddenly, Arrol heard a low rumble echo from high above. The two
Yaak groaned and jumped toward the grove of trees. The two men held
tight. The Yaak squatted close to the tree’s trunks.

Arrol looked out from the grove, but couldn’t see Cheryll or the
Yaakraya. His heart raced. The rumbling turned into thunder, and
the trees shook violently. The Yaak held steady.

The grove roared. Beyond the blizzard, a ghostly white shadow
rushed across the field. Arrol held close to Agthor. The snow
beneath the two beasts shifted, and the trees cracked and
trembled.

After a few moments, the noise subsided. A cloud of loose snow
blew across the grove. Arrol lifted his head.

The rumbling stopped completely. Once again, Arrol heard only
howling winds beyond the trees.

Agthor rose slowly. Borros’s Yaak did the same. Agthor stepped
guardedly from the grove. Arrol saw Ryllia’s form emerge through
the blizzard, and he sighed with relief.

Cheryll removed her scarf. “The Yaakraya are safe, but they
refuse to advance.”

Arrol glanced at both Borros and Cheryll, and the expression on
their numb faces was enough to convince the Yaakleader. “Our path
is now clear. We must retreat and make camp.”

With a gentle pull on Agthor's head, Arrol urged the beast back
down the path from where they had just come. Borros, Cheryll, and
the Yaakraya, followed.

 

The wind and snow battered the Yaakriders without relief. By
late afternoon, the troop plodded down the slope and away from the
high pass, arriving at a moderately level area close to where they
had began their trek a half day before. The snow-caked Yaak moved
slowly and rested often. The Yaakriders fought fatigue, both of
mind and body. And the notion of retreat only added to their dimmed
mood.

Agthor stomped ahead of the troop while Arrol searched for a
sheltered area to make camp. The snow still fell heavily, and
Agthor used her sense of smell to scout ahead. Agthor never let
herself get more than a half-kilometer away from the others; but
even Agthor's nose could deceive her, and she lost the troop
several times before regaining their scent and moving onward. Arrol
reasoned it best to make camp early, rather than risk the troop
become separated or lost.

Agthor stepped through a grove of Sohlas now and again dipping
her head to avoid a snow-laden branch. The wind lessened within the
forest and her feet sunk deep into the uneven drifts. Arrol thought
the protected grove would make an ideal campsite, especially if
they were forced to wait several days for the storm to end.

Agthor stopped and sniffed. The shaggy beast scanned the
peaceful woods, groaning loudly. Agthor lifted one of her flat
feet, brushing aside snow. Again, she sniffed and groaned.

Arrol snatched his loaded crossbow, whispering, “Steady Agthor.
Let’s find out what’s out there.”

The Yaakleader urged his companion forward, but she didn’t
budge. Agthor stepped sideways and roared, and then shook her head.
The Yaakman held fast.

Arrol peered into the snowy forest, yet saw nothing unusual.
Now, more than ever, he reasoned something dangerous was stalking
the troop, and it had been following them for several days.

Agthor turned without urging and plodded from the grove.

 

Agthor and Arrol caught up with the troop a short time later.
Cheryll reported finding a suitable clearing for camp several
hundred meters to the west. They marched the troop to the area that
Cheryll had proposed, and began to dig in.

The Yaakriders cleared a deep pit in the snow, braced against
several sizable evergreens. One side of the pit opened to a small
clearing. The Yaak huddled against each other and against the
surrounding trees.

Night fell, and the wind continued to whip. The snow lashed
relentlessly against a barrier of tree branches constructed above
the pit.

Arrol built a fire— large enough for warmth, yet small to
conserve scarce firewood. Arrol and Borros huddled together,
warming their hands.

Cheryll climbed over the wall, brushing snow from her coat. She
removed her gloves, holding her rough hands near the flames. “The
Yaak have received their rations, but they’re restless and
aggressive. I even had to step in between two of the males!” She
smiled wryly. “I’ve never seen Yaakraya act this way. And the
females act no better.” She shook her head.

“Perhaps winter is wearing on the beasts,” Borros said. “Maybe
they can’t bear any more and wish to stay within their colony until
spring. Sometimes the beasts have more sense than humans.”

“There is something else,” Arrol said glumly, looking up from
the fire. He waved his hand toward the snowy forest. Borros and
Cheryll moved closer.

“I’ve suspected for many days that we’ve been stalked by an
unknown enemy, and now I’m firmly convinced.” Arrol tossed a branch
on the fire. “Our unseen foes have kept their distance, yet they’ve
never lost contact. Tonight, I sense by the Yaak’s mood that our
enemy may lurk very near.”

“Do you suppose the Yaak are preparing to defend themselves?”
Cheryll asked.

“That is what I believe.”

“Then you expect— whatever it is— to attack?” Borros said.

Arrol bowed his head in thought. “I can’t be certain. Possibly a
large pack of Pinthra follows us, driven by starvation and
desperation; although I can’t believe even starving Pinthra would
dare attack a Yaaktroop.”

Borros raised his brow, glancing toward Cheryll.

“And, I’ve noticed that our stalkers have been active during
daylight. And we all know Pinthra prefer darkness.”

Cheryll glanced uneasily around the periphery. “Maybe they’ll
keep their distance. I can’t imagine any creature messing with an
angry Yaak.”

“Desperate creatures do desperate things. We must proceed with
caution until we know what we’re up against. Each of us will take
turns standing guard during the night. I’ll take the first shift.
Cheryll will relieve me. And Borros, you will stand watch until
morning.”

Arrol looked above the pit. “This storm may last for days. It
appears we’ll get plenty of rest.”

 

The Yaakriders all ate rations of warm gruel. Borros and Cheryll
pulled blankets close, and retired.

Arrol sat close to the fire listening to Borros’s snoring. He
yawned and shoved another branch onto the fire. Arrol’s mind turned
to thoughts of Tyrie: how proud he was of his only son, Brayaan,
now completing his first year as a Yaakman of Tyrie. How fast the
boy had grown. Perhaps someday, we will ride
together….

Suddenly, Arrol heard loud groans from outside the pit. Arrol
lit an oil-dampened torch and grabbed his crossbow. Urgently, he
crawled from the pit into swirling whiteness. Arrol held his
fluttering torch high. On the clearing’s edge, he noticed the Yaak
standing motionless, staring into darkness.

Arrol scanned the parameter, yet could see nothing through the
blizzard. Two more torches ignited in the pit behind him. Cheryll
and Borros climbed out of the pit with weapons and torches in
hand.

Arrol gazed in horror as sharp nails, caked with ooze, emerged
from the Yaakbeast’s forehands, and blue-green blood spewed from
inflamed snouts and mouths.

Arrol heard a loud, guttural yell boom from the darkness, and he
stood paralyzed with shock and fear.

Suddenly, he saw the giant Yaakraya rip the packs from their
backs and grain flying everywhere. The huge Yaakraya rushed into
the darkness followed closely by the three smaller females.

Arrol listened to a furious struggle in the shadows. More
horrible yells ricocheted through the forest, even louder than
before.

“Mark your targets!” Arrol shouted.

Arrol raised his crossbow, mumbling hoarsely to nobody but
himself. “So the hunters have become the hunted. What a horrible
turn of fortune.”

Arrol smiled wryly, and then pressed his quivering finger
against his trigger. “Yet, the snow-beasts will feel at least one
of my arrows, before they taste my flesh.”

Arrol’s mind raced through his successful career and his many
adventures. But finally, his thoughts were with his family. I
only wish Brayaan a long and distinguished career… I wish him well.
And my wife, a long life—




CHAPTER  11

 

High on the snowy slopes above Tyrie’s northernmost settlement,
Balyar stroked his long matted beard and gazed over the endless
white fields blanketing the village of Norelda. The storm had
finally ended after several long days, and the skies once again
cleared above the valley’s northeastern corner. Balyar’s eyes
strained battling the crisp rays of the early morning sun.

Before him, frozen Lake Norelda ended in a jagged line of high
mountain peaks, looming like giant monsters reaching for a
cloudless sky. Still, far below, Balyar could barely distinguish
Norelda’s snowbound homesteads, jutting from plains of never-ending
whiteness.

Balyar shook his head. Never had he witnessed such a relentless
storm, beginning five nights previous, and raging without relief
until the evening past. He thought of his family living like
captives during the blizzard— all cooped up in their homestead,
except when they braved the weather long enough to check on
livestock, or restock firewood. Balyar measured nearly four meters
of new snow, piled atop the countless meters already on the ground
since winter began.

As Balyar’s keen eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight, he
noticed tiny specks meandering from the settlement onto the
ice-covered lake. He looked closer. “Fishermen, very good,” he
mumbled, a wry smile shifting his cracked lips. “The Noreldans are
out early for fresh Quidida. Bless the Noreldans… Fresh Quidida!”
Balyar stroked his flattened stomach. How Anderia would be
pleased, if I brought her fresh fish.

Balyar chewed a piece of stale bread and a tiny strip of dried
meat. Soon, his hunger pangs eased. Such a meager ration would not
have satisfied the hardy rancher in more plentiful times, but
things had changed over the past several cycles. Food was getting
scarce— critical some say— and fresh food was almost impossible to
obtain at any price. Balyar reasoned that with at least five or six
cycles left in the worst winter any could recall, and another two
or three cycles of thaw, the people of Norelda were fast becoming
uneasy about the settlement’s shrinking food inventories.

Could this be why Samael summoned him? Lately, food had
become a subject of debate in Norelda, and many outspoken citizens
talked of requesting more Yaakruns from Tyrie, despite the expense.
Yet, the Storemaster still didn’t think it necessary, and Balyar
sensed a rift developing between the Storemaster and other Noreldan
leaders. And to make matters worse, the latest Yaakteam was almost
a half-cycle late. This could easily turn into an uncomfortable
political situation, he mused.

Balyar shook his head, and glanced over his shoulder at the
cold, unforgiving peaks looming to the northwest above his ranch.
He knew well the danger of traversing the mountains in midwinter—
the high paths were filled with peril, and avalanches could swallow
entire parties without a trace. He still hoped the Yaakriders
reached the safety of Norelda before the latest storm, but when his
thoughts turned to the Yaaktroop, his heart became empty— fearing
perhaps the mountains had claimed a group of valiant Yaakriders
once again.

Balyar gulped water from his canteen, and noted the position of
the rising sun. He strapped on his snowshoes, threw his pack over
his shoulder, and continued downward toward the settlement.

 

By mid-morning, the rancher reached the path’s base. Before him,
the pointed spires of the first scattered homesteads, jutted like
wooden spikes above the monstrous snowdrifts. He passed a few
dauntless citizens struggling though the snow. Several greeted
Balyar, yet most held their bundled heads low and simply moved
onward. Balyar sensed by their sullen expressions that the winter
was finally taking its toll on the hardy Noreldans.

Balyar plodded into the town’s center and through a cluster of
large homes that reeked of affluence seldom encountered north of
the Great Confluence. Each home was constructed in typical Tyrinian
fashion— equally spaced with slanting roofs and rows of reinforced
windows. He stopped before councilman Samael’s homestead, catching
his breath.

Balyar noticed a boy pushing snow from the rooftop. Several
meters below, a younger boy shoveled snow from a stepped shaft
carved into the snow, leading downward to Samael’s doorway.

The boy on the roof fixed his dark eyes on Balyar. He yelled,
“Orafil.” A broad grin shot across the boy’s reddened face.
“Orafil!”

The younger boy tossed snow up toward Balyar. “What is it now?
I’m working as hard as—” Orafil noticed the lanky rancher standing
above him, and grinned broadly. He buried his shovel and ran for
the door.

“Hail noble Balyar,” said the boy balancing on the roof.

“Is that you, young Quanya? Working hard, I see.”

“Since before dawn… We’d be finished by now if not for my lazy
scab of a brother. Have you ever seen such a storm?”

Balyar smiled. “Your father’s home, I presume?”

“Yes, but I’ve got to warn you, he’s been in a sour mood lately—
him being penned up for the last five days or so. It’s a good thing
Orafil and me was able to get out of the house today. Still, mother
can’t escape.”

Balyar removed his snowshoes, and stepped carefully down to the
front door. He looked skyward just as the bright morning sun peeked
above the wall of snow surrounding the entrance. The door swung
open from inside.

Samael stood before him. “Balyar, dear friend, you’ve arrived
just in time. Varaquil is brewing some Sequippa. You look like you
need some.”

Balyar clasped the merchant’s hand. “Sequippa will be welcome
indeed. Two cycles have passed since our stores had run dry on the
northern slopes, and now, not a gram can be found anywhere, and for
any price.” Balyar stared at the merchant whose cheeks appeared
thin and lined.

“Then I’ll pack you a kilo before you return, dear fellow.”
Samael flashed a hint of a smile. “Come inside, quickly. Heat is
valuable and wood is scarce.”

The two men strolled through Samael’s home, talking of their
families and events in Norelda. The conversation was cordial, yet
Balyar sensed the merchant withholding something that troubled him
greatly.

They entered a room where a solitary lamp shone on the wall
beside a narrow staircase. Balyar noticed thick cloths covering
most of the lavish furniture, and planks nailed across entrances to
adjoining rooms. The main fireplace, a prominent feature of the
merchant's den, lay cold and vacant.

“How this home has changed in the span of a few cycles,” Balyar
said. “I see even a wealthy man such as you must sacrifice.”

Samael diverted his eyes. “We all must share valuable resources
in times like these, good rancher. And I fear the worst of this
foul winter has yet to come. There may be more serious blows… ”

Samael ran his hand up a wide beam that stretched from the stone
floor to the high ceiling. “I take great pride in this home, but
it’s huge and expensive to maintain past mid-winter.” Samael
paused. “Although I can well afford to heat this home, there are
Noreldans in need of more essential commodities such as food and
basic shelter. We must think of all citizens in times of
crisis.”

Balyar sensed Samael’s sincerity. And for the first time since
they became friends more than a year before, he noticed a different
side of the affluent businessman. Balyar had seen the cold, almost
ruthless merchant, driving deals and squeezing competition. Now,
Balyar saw Samael as a leader of men, standing for principles
beyond attaining personal wealth.

The two men entered a cozy sitting room. Balyar glanced around.
Several lamps hung on wooden spires on the room’s four walls, and a
stone fireplace crackled on the side opposite. The fireplace was
smaller than the central hearth in the merchant's den. Manuscripts,
fastened in large binders and bearing neat lettering, lay on
shelves against the closest wall.

“This is my personal den and office,” Samael said. “I use this
fireplace to heat my entire home in winter.”

Balyar slumped onto one of the six cushioned chairs arranged in
a semi-circle around a polished Sohla table.

Samael’s two sons stood at the doorway still bundled in heavy
coats. Samael pulled the boys close. He whispered to his youngest
Orafil, and then to the elder Quanya. Both boys nodded.

“Now, get… ”

The boys darted from the room.

Samael pulled the door shut, returning to his chair. “I’ve sent
the boys for Halyain and Tharmstron. Both men have agreed to meet
with us once the storm ended. Tharmstron has been staying at
Shentar’s Inn.” He sighed. “Of course, I didn’t expect you so soon,
but I’m pleased you made it here this morning.”

Before Balyar could respond, the door creaked open. An
attractive woman with long, braided hair pushed through the doorway
carrying a steaming pot atop an ornate tray. She set the tray on
the table, her brown eyes never leaving the rancher.

Balyar stood and bowed.

The lady held out her hands, shaking her head. “No, no. Please
sit and rest. You must be exhausted after your journey.”

Balyar settled back into his seat. “Yes, Lady Varaquil, this
morning’s hike was tiring, but I’ve managed to arrive in one piece.
And Anderia sends her greetings. She talks often of visiting
Norelda once the weather breaks.”

Varaquil pushed the tray to the table’s center. “Then she must
visit here. I’ve prepared a room for you tonight, and tomorrow, if
needed.”

She glanced at her husband. “But now I must leave you to your
business and prepare the midday meal.” Varaquil smiled, slipping
from the room.

Samael poured Balyar a cup of Sequippa.

Balyar sipped. “Life on the ranches has been a struggle this
winter, yet egg production has been steady, and the livestock
appear healthy. We’ve lost a good number of animals, but enough
diversity remains to ensure good breeding.”

Samael smiled wryly. “Good, good.”

“And what of Norelda?” Balyar asked.

The merchant shook his head. “Norelda reeks of political
wrangling— petty squabbles between merchants, tradesmen, trappers,
and the Storemaster Halyain. My greatest hope is that we survive
until spring without killing one another.”

Balyar sipped more tea. “And the food stores?”

Samael paused. “That question must be answered by the
Storemaster himself, good rancher.”

 

At last, Tharmstron and Halyain arrived along with Samael’s
sons, Quanya and Orafil. Samael nodded to the boys, and they ran
chattering up the stairs.

Tharmstron grasped Balyar’s hand before settling into a chair to
Samael's right. The trapper’s beard was heavy and his face bitten
by cold, yet his eyes still burned with an intensity Balyar saw in
few men. The Storemaster Halyain appeared childlike next to the
huge trapper; his straight hair was neatly trimmed, and his noble
face also bore traits of a man of power and strong will. Balyar
knew well Halyain’s reputation for stubbornness.

Upon hearing of the men’s arrival, Varaquil served another pot
of tea, followed by a meal of biscuits and pork stew. The men ate
all given to them, thanking the lady repeatedly when they’d
finished.

Halyain spoke first: “The Yaaktroop due near half cycle has not
arrived. I fear it lost, or forced back to Tyrie.”

Balyar’s heart sank, although he’d expected ill news.

Tharmstron clinched his fist. “Then it’s settled. I’ve been told
a Yaakmessenger has held over during the storm. We must send word
to Tyrie, asking for more Yaakruns.” He gawked at Halyain.

The Storemaster fumed.

“The Yaakmessenger has already left Norelda,” Samael said
calmly.

Tharmstron’s nostrils flared. “What!”

“He set off in the hours before dawn. Yaakmessengers are
duty-bound to depart immediately following a storm.”

“Then you have requested additional runs?”

“The Storemaster must make that decision. I sent an urgent
message to Carathis, yet wrote only of the belated Yaaktroop, and
our need for provisions—”

“Bahh!” The trapper folded his arms across his barrel chest.
“The Yaakmessenger stayed in Norelda for almost a quarter-cycle.
Why wasn’t he given an order for more food? Certainly our esteemed
Storemaster should have foreseen such an emergency.”

Halyain’s eyes blazed. “As yet, there is no emergency—”

“Have you any plan at all, Master Storemaster? Or are you
unwilling, or unable to fulfill your duties?”

“Norelda will have adequate food stores, if we’re not wasteful.
What we don’t need are those who spread destructive rumors,
inciting panic amongst the—”

“If we are not wasteful!” The trapper rose from his chair,
towering over the wiry Storemaster. “When the women and children of
Norelda grow hungry because of your incompetence, we’ll see who
they hold accountable.”

“The Noreldan treasury is stretched beyond your understanding,
trapper. It may be best to hold your tongue.”

“We trappers pay dearly into your treasury, Storemaster— and
hence, your stipend.”

The two men glared at one another for several tense moments.
Samael sat calmly. Balyar prepared to intervene between the
mismatched combatants. Tharmstron stared at Halyain, and then
settled back in his chair.

Balyar sat in awe of the trapper. Halyain would have felt my
fist’s knuckles if I were insulted so brazenly. Perhaps this
is why Tharmstron is a good leader. He struggles with his fiery
disposition, yet defers for the betterment of his people. Not long
ago, trappers were outcasts in Noreldan society— viewed as
uneducated, drunkards, thieves or worse. Apparently, the trappers
have chosen a leader who commands respect, a man with vision.

Balyar held out his hands. “I think we should discuss this
situation calmly and rationally. Arguing and throwing accusations
won’t solve our problems. We must seek answers, not blame.”

Samael nodded. “Balyar’s correct. We must work together to
survive this vile winter. Many lives may depend on the decisions we
make today. We must never forget that we are all Noreldans. We all
share the same fate.”

The three men nodded in uneasy consensus. Samael cleared his
throat, and then glared at Halyain. “And now we must hear the
truth, and not half-truths, or misinformation.”

To Balyar’s surprise, the Storemaster did not appear upset with
this unexpected attack on his credibility. Halyain stared at his
empty teacup, rolling his shallow lips. “The grain situation is
worse than I’ve led you to believe.”

Tharmstron sat back, arms folded.

“The community stockpile stands at eighty-seven ton, down from
one hundred and nine ton at the onset of the forty-fifth
cycle.”

“Eighty-seven ton!" said Balyar, gaping at the Storemaster. "Is
that less than one-fifth capacity?”

“I’m afraid it is,” Halyain replied somberly.

Samael scribbled on a piece of pressed paper. “And the merchants
own an additional twelve ton. There’s little room for error… ”

Halyain glanced at each of the men. “Yes, the merchant’s
stockpile will help, yet twelve ton will feed Norelda for little
more than a cycle. Although the situation deserves attention, it is
far from grave.”

“How long do we have?” Balyar asked.

“We should make it through the fifty-fourth cycle at the current
rate of consumption.”

“Provided we continue to receive our regular Yaakruns,” Samael
added.

“Yes,” Halyain said. “And the loss of the latest Yaakrun is a
grave setback. I’ve tried my best with the budget that I’ve been
granted.”

Samael muttered, “A setback indeed. And if we lose another
shipment?”

“Then we’d have to consider rationing.”

Balyar shook his head. “Rationing! Food has not been rationed in
Norelda for three generations.”

“All contingencies must be considered,” Samael said. “Yet there
may be another option.”

All eyes turned to the merchant.

   “I’ve polled the Noreldan Merchants Council and
they’ve agreed to finance some additional Yaakruns. They have
pledged to loan the grains to the settlement without partaking
profit.”

Halyain stroked his chin. “This is a very kind offer, noble
Samael.”

“Merchants do not like to gamble with their credits,” Tharmstron
said. “And there’s no guarantee the food will reach us. Are they
willing to accept possible loss?”

Samael scratched his forehead. “I’m confident they’ll agree to
insure the additional grains. We must never forget that the
merchants and their families are also Norelda’s citizens.”

 

The four men discussed the plan’s details, pausing only for
another cup of Varaquil's tea. When they finished, the Storemaster
agreed to ask for four additional Yaakruns using funds guaranteed
by the Noreldan merchants.

Halyain rose from the table, shook Balyar and Samael’s hands,
and bid farewell. Samael led the Storemaster to the front door.
Balyar and Tharmstron remained in the study chatting about recent
events.

“I must leave for the Joquim Encampment before daybreak
tomorrow,” the trapper said. “If I expect to reach them before
nightfall.”

“Where did they encamp?” Balyar asked.

“Above the First Hook.”

Balyar shook his head. “Above the First Hook! During a winter
like this?”

“Most trapper clans chose to stay close to Norelda. But Joquim
and me had a falling out last fall, and we haven’t spoken since. He
rejects close ties with the settlement, feeling that trappers
should remain mostly independent. Thankfully, this isn’t a view
shared by other clans. Only Joquim remains opposed.” The trapper
shook his head. “He is stubborn.”

Tharmstron sighed. “But the time has come for healing. There are
more than twenty-two men, women, and children living at Joquim’s
encampment. They have tried to scrape a living off the land, but
supplies are low. Word hasn’t come from Joquim since three days
before the storm. So I’ll go to Joquim once again, and attempt to
convince him to move his clan closer to Norelda.”

“Then you will need help carrying food to the Hook,” Balyar
said. “Where shall we meet before we begin our journey?”

Tharmstron eyed the rancher guardedly, and then a wide grin
formed on his roughened face. “Your help will be appreciated, good
rancher.”

 

Balyar and Tharmstron arrived at Samael's marketplace just
before sunrise. Balyar noticed the hall crowded with citizens and
merchants.

Samael greeted the two men cheerfully. “You’ve arrived just in
time, good rancher and trapper.” Just then, a cheer surged through
the hall. Samael waved his hand. “The first catch of Quidida since
the storm began. The fishermen have been laboring all night.”

Balyar watched as dozens of townsfolk swarmed the frozen slabs.
Within moments, all were purchased. The crowd moaned.

Samael grinned. “And for each customer lucky enough to walk away
with some fish, another two await the next catch. But no worry,
there will be more before noon.”

Tharmstron bought two backpacks full of grains, salts, and other
foodstuffs provided graciously, and at a fair price, by Samael. The
rancher and trapper strapped on their packs and snowshoes, and
exited the rear door avoiding the market’s commotion.

 

The morning sun shone bright through crystal clear skies as the
two men trudged east through town and past the last settlement
homestead. The terrain rose gradually, and they trudged along the
flood plain’s northern edge above the meandering river flowing
eastward into Lake Norelda. A dense and forbidding forest lay
below, and to the northeast.

Tharmstron adjusted his snowshoes and labored onward, never
speaking or offering rest to the slackening Balyar. Tharmstron
paused, but only after the rancher pleaded; and only until they
caught their breath, before pressing onward.

As the sun began to drift downward, they halted. “The First
Hook,” Tharmstron puffed, pointing toward a sharp, southward bend
in the river. “Joquim’s clan settled amid the Hook, a half
kilometer to the south.”

They plodded up the river valley bundled against the chill air.
Before long, they reached a cleft in the basin etched by a stream
meandering out of the forest above. Tharmstron breathed heavily.
“The encampment… is just beyond… the next rise.” He pressed
forward.

The men trudged over a hill, gazing across a shallow valley
where treetops poked from a sea of white drifts. To the northeast,
the snow-capped mountains ranged high and menacing.

Tharmstron stopped, scanning the snowy landscape. “Strange…”

Immediately, Balyar knew what concerned the trapper. He too
looked over the line of trees for puffs of smoke floating from the
encampment’s chimneys. Could Joquim have already left for
Norelda?

The stalwart trapper stood motionless before ambling toward the
encampment. Balyar followed. They climbed down a slope covered with
thick brush and squat Olaf.

The terrain flattened, and they tromped through a grove
protected by tall evergreens. The two men plodded along, the trees
passing like giant, shadowy ghosts. Balyar did his best to keep
pace, but his breathing became labored, and he lagged behind again.
Tharmstron didn’t say a word.

The forest opened. Before them, several cabin roofs and chimneys
protruded from the huge drifts. The snow surrounding the buildings
appeared fresh and undisturbed.

The men approached the nearest cabin, swiftly shedding their
packs and snowshoes. Together they pushed snow from the roof,
exposing a trap door. Balyar tugged the door open and peered
inside. Wooden bowls and tin utensils lay on the table, and a
steadfast teapot hung over the cold fireplace. Still, Balyar saw no
sign of the trappers.

The rancher stood and turned to Tharmstron, but the burly
trapper was no longer by Balyar’s side. Balyar spotted him several
meters away, struggling through the drifts toward another cabin at
the clearing’s center. Balyar jumped off the roof and followed. His
heart raced.

Braced against the deep drifts, the roof and cabin wall lay
tattered and exposed. Balyar noticed part of the building remained
intact, but drifting snow filled the interior from the open roof.
They ducked beneath shattered beams, and looked inside.

Balyar gazed in horror at a scene of hideous carnage. Tharmstron
stared ahead, expressionless. The stench of death filled Balyar’s
nostrils, and he gagged. The room lay in shambles. Not a single
piece of furniture remained intact. Shattered weapons and arrows
covered the floor. Pockets of frozen blood covered broken tables
and all four walls.

Tharmstron reached into the rubble and removed a bloodied claw;
it was a half-meter in length, sharp on the edges and chipped,
presumably, when it ripped through the cabin’s roof.

“Snow-beast,” the trapper said, his steely eyes fixed on
Balyar.

Balyar would never forget the look on Tharmstron’s rugged face—
unusual, coming from the toughest man Balyar had ever met.

The look of unquestionable fear… .




CHAPTER  12

 

Quintar strode, grim and ghostlike down the darkened corridor of
Tyrie’s Hall of Commerce. He paused before a polished doorway— its
center carved into a likeness of a menacing Thrikar. Quintar
inhaled deeply. He pushed the door open and stepped inside. Before
him, lay a sleek Sohla table surrounded by twelve chairs, and a
stone hearth crackling with Olaf. Quintar stood for a moment
inhaling its sweet fragrance.

Carathis sat before the fire staring into glowing coals. “I’ve
received word that Arrol’s troop never reached Norelda.”

Quintar stood silently, unable to speak.

“He was to arrive almost a cycle ago. The Yaakmessenger found no
sign of the troop when he passed back over the northern trail.”

“Arrol was a good man and a great Yaakleader." Quintar paused.
"And what of his troop?”

“Cheryll and Borros,” Carathis replied, his voice wavering. “All
presumed lost— two exceptional Yaakmen, and perhaps our finest
Yaakwoman. It is no secret that Arrol was almost a brother to
me.”

“We should send a search party before his trail—”

“Of course we’ll send a party. And you, Quintar, will lead…
”

“I will accept nothing less.”

“Yes, I realized you would not, yet I chose you because you are
my most cautious Yaakleader. Norelda must receive this next
consignment. I will not tolerate losing more riders.”

Quintar nodded. “I know the routes to Norelda better than any
Yaakrider, except for Arrol himself.”

Carathis’s voice was cold; almost bitter. “The message we
received from Norelda was dire. Many had feared Norelda’s food
supplies were dangerously low even before this latest run was lost.
Ruma and Tyrie’s Storemaster have agreed to replace the lost
shipment, despite receiving no guarantee of payment— a rare display
of selflessness during this winter of great despair.”

Carathis seethed. “It appears, the Noreldan Storemaster has
misjudged the northern settlement’s needs, and now he requires
Yaakruns during deepest winter. I don’t know what game he’s
playing, but his strategy is dangerous. And if I lose one more
Yaakrider because of Halyain's shortsightedness—”

Carathis waved his hand. “Choose any Yaakrider you wish, and
leave as soon as possible. But take no unnecessary risks! The
northern route has never been more dangerous, and I’ll not take
kindly to the loss of more good men or women.”

Carathis turned, lost once again in the flame’s solitude.

Quintar slipped out the door.

 

Farissa's tavern was darker and cooler these days, yet business
was surprisingly brisk. Townspeople of all classes and trades
gathered at the Inn, huddling in small groups discussing daily
happenings in Tyrie. Many spoke of winter’s hardships, and of
spring’s arrival. Some found the city a bit confining, and many
yearned to roam the landscape. Still, few ventured beyond the city
limits, except for the Yaakriders whose occasional trips to Norelda
and Adair reminded the disheartened citizens that life actually
went on beyond the settlement’s boundaries.

News of the fate of Arrol's party spread through Farissa’s Inn
like a vile sickness, turning everyone’s dimmed mood even more
somber. The patrons drank Jenna and shook their heads. The women
wept openly, and even men brushed tears from their eyes.

Quintar and the other Yaakriders toasted their missing comrades,
and each volunteered for the search party. But Quintar chose Lenna
and a young rider named Entya, heeding Carathis's call to keep the
party as small as possible without compromising the mission’s
safety. Quintar also knew the trek would be dangerous, so he chose
riders with no spouse, nor children.

Entya had just completed his first season as Yaakrider.
Although, not Genderi— a rider who could boast generations
in their guild— his uncle proudly guided the Yaak several seasons
past, though he was lost in freakish flood following an immense
rainstorm. Tall and slender of build, Entya impressed Quintar with
his nerve and bravery during their many trips to Norelda this past
summer. And Entya also shunned risky behavior, a quality Quintar
admired in any Yaakrider, especially in one so young.

Quintar, Lenna, and Entya slipped away to a secluded table in
the tavern’s corner. Quintar carefully unrolled a battered
parchment, laying it flat on the table.

Farissa approached the Yaakmen with an oil lantern. He placed it
on the table and turned its handle until the lamp glowed brightly.
“Good oil has been scarce and expensive for two cycles or so. But I
figured under these circumstances… well, you can use the lamp for
as long as you need.”

Quintar thanked Farissa, and then gathered Lenna and Entya under
the lamp. Quintar’s eyes roamed the map’s detailed outlines of
rivers, streams, mountains, and lakes. He looked north of Tyrie’s
confluence, running his fingers to the northeast. “Here,” Quintar
said, pointing to a high pass roughly parallel to Lake Norelda’s
western arm. “Here is where Arrol would have likely attempted to
pass between the mountains.”

Lenna took a sip of Farissa’s brew. “But Arrol wouldn’t have
gotten to the pass until after the blizzard began. Do you think a
Yaakleader with Arrol’s experience would have risked the mountains
under such a storm?”

Quintar grasped Lenna’s shoulder. “Possibly not, but hear me
out. Arrol departed Tyrie five days before the storm. With good
weather, he could have reached the pass before the heaviest
snowfall. Arrol knew Norelda was desperate for his cargo, and
probably pushed the troop hard. He may have attempted the pass
despite the impending storm. He realized they could have easily
reached the settlement once they’d cleared the mountains. Waiting
out the storm may have taken days.”

Entya pointed to the parchment. “What if Arrol decided not to
attempt the pass? Would he have camped or retreated here?” He ran
his fingers above a stretch of stream valleys above the northeast
branch.

“Yes,” Lenna replied. “But there are no dangers below the pass
and away from the mountains. There is nothing that could have
swallowed an entire Yaaktroop.”

Quintar nodded. “Avalanche is a Yaakteam’s greatest enemy in
winter, so Arrol likely met his fate attempting the pass. Once we
trek north of the confluence, we can attempt to pick up Arrol’s
trail. Only then, will we be certain.”

“Then, you don’t think we’ll find them alive?” Entya asked
somberly.

Lenna looked deep into his frothy mug and shook his head.

“It’s possible,” Quintar said finally. “But not likely. By now,
Arrol would have made it to Norelda, or his Yaak would have
returned to Tyrie with or without their riders. And there has been
no sign of either.”

Quintar rolled up the parchment. “We’ll depart by noon tomorrow.
I want both of you to get some rest. This trip will be
difficult.”

Quintar rose, placing his hand on Entya's shoulder. Then he
strode to the Inn’s door followed by many concerned eyes.

 

Cascading snowflakes greeted the mid-morning sun as Quintar and
Shila led the assembled Yaakteam northward across the wintry
landscape. Anderro, her belly now fully engorged, followed ten
heavily-laden Yaakraya. Entya’s companion Stebba plodded behind
Anderro.

They meandered northward across the Great River’s heavy and
uneven ice. Massive drifts, carved into hooked claws by steady
winds, loomed to either side.

The snow slackened by late afternoon, and gray clouds floated
from the eastern horizon. Quintar looked to the north, where
familiar snow-streaked cliffs soared above the confluence,
stretching from west to east far beyond the Yaakman’s sight.
Steadily, he led the Yaaktroop atop the northwest branch keeping
the cliffs to his right and north.

By evening, they passed into the wilderness southwest of the
river’s northwest arm. Quintar found a clearing, and the Yaakmen
dug a camp for the night.

The skies cleared and the air turned bitter cold. Entya built a
small fire and the three men dined on warm cereal and dried
biscuits. Lenna offered a meal of roots to the Yaak, although the
three females appeared more content to forage the snowy
countryside. When all had eaten, the three men bundled up and
retired for the evening.

The next day, the bright sun peered over the eastern mountains
through clear skies. Quintar wasted no time breaking camp, and
continuing northwestward atop the frozen river.

The troop plodded along the river’s southwest shoreline. Soon,
the northwest branch opened to a series of rapids. To their right,
massive ice chucks swept past with furious rage.

The Yaaktroop arrived at the ford of Sarhelm just as the sun
reached its zenith. Before Quintar, the river steadied, and the ice
closed once again into an unbroken plain. Across the river, Quintar
could see a gap in the steep cliffs, leading into the rugged
mountains to the north.

Quintar urged Shila onto the frozen river while the others
waited on the southern shore. Shila stepped carefully, shifting her
massive weight with great care. Quintar heard the dull thrashing of
the river beneath her wide feet. The other Yaak followed when Shila
was within twenty meters of the far shore.

Once they reached the northern shore, the troop advanced away
from the river, and up the steep and undulating slopes. By late
afternoon, they trudged through the gap and out of the valley,
entering the mountainous regions above the confluence.

 

Quintar halted Shila near a sheltered grove. He looked upward
through the trees, scanning the high mountains. He turned Shila to
face Anderro and Stebba.

Lenna and Entya removed their scarves.

“An ideal spot for camp,” Quintar said.

“But there’s still sunlight,” Entya said. “And the weather
remains good.”

“Yes, but this is the only pass Arrol was sure to have traveled
thirty-three days ago.” Quintar looked to Lenna. “Now, we must give
Anderro some time to find Arrol’s trail.”

Lenna nodded.

Quintar pointed to the east and north, and then to Anderro.
Lenna urged Anderro away from the pack and into the barren
wilderness. Before long, Anderro and Lenna were out of Quintar’s
sight.

**********

Anderro trudged through the snowdrifts in a wide, arching
pattern. She began at the easternmost edge of the pass, swinging to
the north, and then west again. Anderro sniffed each grove of trees
and outgrowth of rocks before moving on to the next.

Lenna scouted the barren and placid forest while holding close
to the Yaak, gathering her warmth. Lenna heard only scrunching snow
beneath Anderro’s feet.

Something’s wrong! A wave of fear surged through
Lenna’s bundled frame. His heart raced. Lenna scanned the white
landscape, yet saw nothing but deep forest. Lenna never felt so
alone— so helpless. He felt as if he were a wild Chakra caught in a
sharpshooter’s cross-hair.

Anderro dutifully carried out her assignment. Lenna patted her
on the neck and inhaled deeply. Anderro would be the key,
he thought. She’d sense any dangers. She’d tell me… .

Suddenly, Anderro paused, aiming her nose at a tree trunk’s
base. She groaned and tromped to an adjoining tree. Methodically,
the great beast lowered her head, pushing with her clawed foot.
Lenna looked on. The Yaak sniffed, and then exhaled slowly.

Lenna grinned. “Fine work, Anderro. At least we know Arrol made
it this far. Now we must rejoin the others. Nightfall’s coming and
Alberon won’t show us the way tonight.”

Anderro ambled south and into the forest.

**********

Quintar led the Yaaktroop eastward following Arrol’s newly
discovered trail. On the evening of the fourth day from Tyrie, the
high and formidable pass that impeded their way down to the
southwestern corner of Lake Norelda, towered before them. As the
sun set behind the imposing mountains, the Yaakmen dug camp.

Quintar sat beside the fire gazing up at the pass bathed in
Ellini’s dim glow. Thermegan loomed boldly in the southern sky. A
wild Chakra lay roasting over the fire. Entya cut some meat, and
shoved it in his mouth. Lenna snored loudly.

 

Quintar arose early to greet the morning sun. He woke the
others, and they ate a quick breakfast before collecting their
gear. Quintar could not shake his somber mood, because today he
would most certainly learn Arrol’s fate.

Shila and Quintar led the Yaaktroop up a steep slope covered
with drifts of loose snow and jagged ice-covered rocks. The most
treacherous part of the pass lay just ahead. Quintar ordered the
troop to rest.

Suddenly, Shila sniffed her surroundings as if confused or
puzzled. “What wrong, Shila?” Quintar asked.

Quintar signaled for all to move onward. Anderro and Stebba
stepped forward, but Shila hesitated. Quintar yelled to Lenna and
Entya, and the two Yaakriders urged their Yaak to halt.

“Take the troop into the pass,” Quintar said. “It appears Shila
wants to investigate further on this side of the mountain. Shila
and I will look together.”

Lenna and Entya did not speak.

“I’ll catch up to you in the pass. If I don’t return before
nightfall, continue the mission without me. This food must get to
the settlement.”

Shila turned and plodded back across the path that they had just
traveled.

 

Shila veered away from the freshly trodden path soon after
leaving the troop. She inspected each stand of trees and each
outgrowth of rock. Finally, the Yaak stood beside a grove of
Sohlas. Unhurriedly, she scraped the snow beneath her feet.

“So Arrol did try to wait out the storm,” Quintar said aloud.
“Then he must have met his fate after the storm passed.” Quintar
smiled inwardly. This was more like the cautious Arrol that I
knew and admired. Arrol’s downfall was almost certainly ill luck
and not bad judgment. Quintar breathed easier.

Shila lumbered along the trees, every so often bending and
sniffing. Quintar noticed the Yaak becoming more unsettled as she
pushed across the snowy landscape. Quintar was certain Shila still
followed Arrol’s trail, but the Yaakman also suspected she tracked
something else.

Shila wondered through the forest until mid-afternoon. Quintar
urged Shila to quicken her pace.

Quintar looked above the trees toward the receding sun. “Before
long, we’ll have to abandon the search,” he told the beast. “The
troop is now likely entering the pass high above, and we must allow
enough time to catch up.”

Quintar allowed Shila to search one more grove. Quintar reasoned
the area to be an ideal place for camp, and a place where Arrol may
have chosen to hold up through a storm. Quintar moved close to
Shila’s ear. “After this, we must leave.”

A clearing cut into tall trees lay before the Yaakman. Shila
lumbered across the opening with her head lowered. Suddenly, the
Yaak-beast paused. Using her clawed foot, she began to push through
the snow’s topmost layer.

“Well, it looks like we’ve finally found what we’re looking
for,” Quintar said. “Now we’ll see if Arrol attempted the pass
during, or after the storm.”

Shila dug through about a meter of snow before her foot caught
something solid. Quintar peered downward. Shila tugged forth a
Yaakraya pack, caked with frozen blood.

Quintar shook his head. His mind spun. What did this all
mean? If Arrol's troop met its fate here, what could… ?

A sudden fear overtook him, as if a lightning bolt struck from
clear skies. He looked around studying the silent woodland.

“Ordai!”

His heart pounded. Calm down and think! If the snow-beasts
were near, Shila would tell me. The Ordai may have reached Norelda
by now, but if they hadn’t, then the Noreldans must be warned. But
what of Tyrie! They must also be made aware of the danger.
Quintar grasped his face and shook his head.

Quintar urged Shila away from the grove and toward the pass.
Quintar’s mind reeled, and his heart raced.




CHAPTER  13

 

Young Orafil trudged amid huge snowdrifts on Lake Norelda’s
edge, heeding his father's stern words to stay close to the shore
and the steadfast fishermen who scattered across the ice hoping for
a meal of silver Quidida. Fluffy white clouds rolled from the
western horizon dodging the afternoon sun, and the bursts of
sunlight warmed Orafil’s bundled body, and he basked in its rays
until the clouds came again, and the air once again turned bitter
cold.

“Ordai, snow-beast,” he muttered, plodding onward.

Orafil came to the lake countless times during the long winter,
but first he had to complete his chores, and then convince his
father, Samael, it was safe, which hasn’t been easy since Balyar
and the trapper Tharmstron found the Joquim party murdered twenty
days ago above the First Hook.

Murdered! Orafil shook his head.

And now, the fishermen dwindled to a handful, and those who
ventured onto the lake huddled in small groups never more than two
or three hundred meters from the shore; their watchful eyes cast to
the northern shore and the shadowy forests.

Ordai… snow-beast… Everyone in town spoke of the
monsters in hushed tones. And the men took turns standing watch at
night against the outlying woodlands, although they’d found no sign
of the beasts since the rancher and trapper returned.

Ordai… snow-beast… The creatures were more myth to
young Orafil than flesh and blood. But even he was convinced, once
his father allowed him to see one of the beast’s deadly claws. And
now the whole town was uneasy.

Yet in some dark way, Orafil wished to see a snow-beast, even
though his father told him the creatures were most dangerous,
especially at night, and during long storms that he said provided
cover for their prowling and murderous appetites. Still, Orafil
cared little of the danger. He wanted to glimpse one of the
monsters before winter ended, and they disappeared back to wherever
they’d come from.

Orafil shuffled atop the ice between the squatting fishermen,
occasionally glancing down at a quick-frozen fish. He laughed,
making a game of judging the largest catch. And the fishermen
laughed too, although most of their frost-bitten faces were flush
with angst.

Orafil climbed a steep drift and shaded his eyes. The sun ducked
behind a gray cloud, and he pulled his overcoat tight. The wind
gusted from the west, and Orafil watched the swirling snow create
giant, white shapes against the backdrop of towering mountains. The
desolate icescape appeared to stretch forever. Far to the west, a
patch of sunlight crept across the mountains, and then gently
across the ice.

Suddenly, his heart stopped. Orafil spotted movement toward the
lake’s center. Orafil considered running and shouting a warning to
the others, yet surprisingly he didn’t budge. He searched the
horizon again, but saw nothing.

Orafil took a deep breath. The sun is playing tricks on
me, he thought.

Then, his young eyes caught movement again, four or five
kilometers away, a line of a dozen or more creatures crawling
towards him. Orafil grinned.

“A Yaaktroop,” he cried, scurrying down the bank.

Startled, the fishermen dropped their lines.

“A Yaaktroop is coming.”

Orafil ran as fast as he could, past the fisherman and up the
lake’s bank toward the settlement.

“A Yaaktroop is coming,” he screamed, passing through town. The
Noreldans paused, turning toward the lake. Orafil ran like a madman
through the icy streets.

Orafil met up with his brother Quanya. “A Yaaktroop is… is…”

Quanya looked at his brother guardedly. “A Yaaktroop is… what?
What are you saying?”

Orafil gasped for air, pointing toward the lake.

**********

Samael sat in his study writing his diary. The two boys burst
through the door. The merchant dropped his pen and black ink
stained his parchment. Samael lunged for a towel. “What in the name
of…”

Orafil breathed deeply then smiled. “A Yaaktroop… has arrived…
Looks like a dozen or more beasts.”

Samael rose to his feet. The ink dripped down the table,
spattering the floor. He grinned. “Quanya, go to the Storemaster.
Orafil, go to the Inn. Tell the Innkeeper to expect guests. The
Yaakriders will need some food and sleep.” Samael stroked his chin.
“Now, get going.” He brushed the boys from the room.

Samael reached for his coat. “Maybe there is still hope. Maybe
there’s still hope.”

**********

Shila led the Yaaktroop up the frozen basin and onto the
village’s streets. Gathering townspeople cheered the Yaakriders,
and shouted praises to their beasts. Their journey ended at the
town’s eastern corner, near the three Noreldan storehouses.
Laborers stood ready to unload the Yaak, and more congregated when
word spread of the Yaaktroop’s arrival.

Shila halted and knelt before the first storehouse. Quintar
jumped off, stretching his cramped legs. Quintar scanned the
townspeople’s weathered and drained faces. Several men broke rank,
grasping Quintar on his stiff shoulder. All surrounding the Yaakman
showered him with congratulations and thanks.

Samael pushed through the crowd. “I must talk to the lead
Yaakrider. Where is the lead Yaakrider?”

Quintar removed his scarf and brushed his coat. “I am
Yaakleader, Master Samael.”

“Quintar!” Samael cried.

“And I must speak to you of a matter most urgent.” Quintar
glanced around. “The Ordai have returned to Tyrie.”

“We know,” Samael said flatly. “A trapper party was slaughtered
during the storm of a cycle past. We have evidence it was
snow-beast. Yet, at least you and your troop have arrived safe.
Late, if not—”

“Sadly, we are not the troop you requisitioned, Master Samael.
We are a search party sent for the Yaakleader, Arrol.”

Samael paused while Quintar’s words sank deeply into the
merchant’s heart. He shook his head.

Quintar continued: “Arrol’s troop was massacred by Ordai just
north of the pass. The entire party was lost.”

The Noreldans gasped.

Samael’s face whitened. “And you…?”

“We were never in danger. Our beasts would have sensed the
snow-beasts had they followed us.”

The crowd’s murmurs subsided. Finally, Samael said, “Well, the
food you’ve brought is a welcome sight, good Yaakrider; the
settlement’s stockpiles are dangerously low. And for you and your
comrades, I’ve arranged a decent meal and some restful sleep.
Halyain's men will tend to the Yaak and their most precious
burdens.”

Quintar gathered up his belongings and Shila plodded off.
Quintar, Entya, and Lenna staggered through the settlement’s frozen
alleys toward the Inn prepared for their arrival.

A smiling, dark-haired man greeted the three men at the Inn. He
hugged each of the Yaakmen before ushering them inside. Quintar was
struck by the bustle within Shentar’s modest establishment. Most
rooms, usually boarded during the long winter, remained open. And a
strange mix of Noreldans roamed the lobby, including ordinary
citizens, ranchers, and rough-looking trappers.

“Filled to capacity,” Shentar said. “Many are wary of the
snow-beasts, and have fled the upper ranches and trapper
encampments.” He winked. “But, not to worry, good Yaakriders, I’ve
a room prepared especially for you.”

Shentar led the three Yaakmen through the bar while patrons
clapped, cheered, and raised their mugs in toast. The Yaakmen
nodded in appreciation, and then stumbled into a back room. The
sweet aroma of baked fish and boiling soup filled their nostrils.
Quintar, Lenna, and Entya tossed their packs in a corner, plopping
down before a modest table. Shentar served steaming hot food, and
the Yaakmen gobbled it down.

The Yaakriders ate their fill, and thanked Shentar repeatedly.
Then the Innkeeper led them up a narrow staircase to a shuttered
room and three beds covered with heavy blankets. Lenna and Entya
fell headfirst into the soft covers, disappearing from the harsh
world. Only Quintar had the strength to remove his coat and boots,
before collapsing into bed and falling into a long awaited
sleep.

**********

Anderia sat mesmerized by the fireplace’s dancing flames,
steadfastly fighting the sleep she so desperately craved. Kielar
snored restfully beside her. Outside, huge snowflakes tumbled from
the night sky.

Anderia gently stroked the toddler’s face. She thought of Balyar
and Kristren out in the drafty barn protecting the livestock.
They should be here by the fire, not out where the
snow-beasts…

Suddenly, she heard a loud bump against the front door. She
jumped from the bench, leaning her slender body over her youngest
son. Her heart raced.

A few moments later, she realized it was just the wind, and
exhaled.

Anderia’s eyelids drooped. “No,” she muttered. “Not until I see
my husband and son come through the front door; not until they’re
safe.”

**********

Balyar and Kristren huddled in the barn gathering warmth over a
tiny fire. Above Balyar’s head, wooden planks creaked and groaned
as the wind thrashed viciously against the structure’s roof. Balyar
wished beyond hope that their shelter held together until morning.
Jett lay curled and sleeping on the frozen dirt floor. Balyar
noticed the sheep milling restlessly in the shed’s shadows. Feeling
sleep overtaking him, he sipped some warm chicken broth to fight
the urge to close his eyelids.

Kristren yawned and rubbed his eyes. “The sheep seem unable to
rest. I hope it’s not bad sign.”

“A sign of what?”

“A sign, the Ordai are close, waiting…”

“If the snow-beasts were near, the animals would leave no
doubt.”

Suddenly, Jett awoke, growling and whimpering. Kristren sprang
to his feet. Balyar glanced toward the livestock. The sheep were
milling in tight groups. Cold air swirled across the ceiling, and
the torches fluttered.

Balyar swallowed hard. Maybe Kristren is right, he
thought. Darkness and snow provide good cover for the Ordai.
Could this be the night the snow-beasts become active and
dangerous? Suddenly, he thought of Anderia and Kielar.
Perhaps either Kristren or I should be with Anderia. Livestock
can be replaced, but my family… .

Jett sniffed below the barn door. The dog barked, clawing at the
gap. Balyar checked his bow and counted his arrows. “Ready your
weapon,” he said tersely.

Kristren fumbled his empty crossbow.

Balyar saw fear in his son’s eyes. There is nothing I can do
to shelter you now, son, he thought. Now, you must become
a man.

Balyar listened closely. He heard nothing from outside except
the crying wind. Behind him, the sheep huddled against the barn’s
side, and the chickens were a blur of claws and feathers. The
livestock began climbing over one another, yelping madly.

Balyar grabbed a torch. Tepidly, he pushed the door open. The
snow rushed down the carved walkway, and the torch sputtered in his
outstretched arm. The rancher looked upward into the shadowy
whiteness, but saw nothing farther than ten or twelve meters.

Jett, still barking, moved through the door, hopping onto the
walkway. He pointed his nose toward the darkness, sniffed, and sat
on his rear.

Balyar moved cautiously up the stepped ramp. He reached the
farthest step. Jett stopped barking. Balyar laid his glove over the
dog's ear. Jett whimpered, gazing into the darkness.

Balyar brushed snow from his own face, and held his torch high.
He looked toward the treeless, sloped fields to the north, but saw
no movement. Balyar no longer heard the animal’s cries from inside
the barn.

“Do you see anything father?” Kristren asked from the
doorway.

Balyar turned and stepped back down the ramp. Jett shook snow
from his back, scampering to Balyar’s side. Balyar pulled the door
shut and brushed his coat. “Whatever it was… has passed. How’s the
stock?”

“One of the sheep is injured and a few chickens are dead. Was it
a snow-beast?”

Balyar shook his head, looking over the dead chickens. “Try to
get some sleep, Kristren. I’ll keep watch until sunrise.”

Kristren pulled his coat close, and leaned against one of the
barn’s beams. Jett curled up against his side.

Balyar stared into the flames, his mind filled with a thousand
thoughts.

**********

“Master Quintar… Master Quintar,” whispered a quivering voice
from the darkness. The Yaakleader awoke sluggishly.

“Master Quintar.” The voice was louder and the Yaakman’s eyes
focused. He saw the Innkeeper’s shadowy face hovering above his
bed.

“Master Quintar.” Shentar’s voice was gentle, yet urgent.

“What?”

Quintar rubbed his eyes, suddenly realizing he’d slept through
the afternoon, into the evening, and halfway through the night.

The Innkeeper held aloft a small lantern. “The Yaak-beasts…
Something’s not right. There’s a man in the lobby. He says they’re
acting peculiar.”

Quintar leaped off the bed, wakening Lenna and Entya. Hurriedly,
the three men bundled up, and grabbed their bows and ammunition.
The trio ran down the stairs and through the Inn. A tall stranger
waited in the doorway’s shadow. Wordlessly, the four men exited
into the snowy night.

Shentar shook his head, and pulled the door closed.

 

The Yaakmen reached the town’s eastern edge. Several bundled
townspeople stood in the blizzard holding fluttering torches.
Shila, Anderro, and Stebba clomped restlessly before them. Quintar
had never seen the Yaak act this way, and it troubled him greatly.
The three Yaakriders scrambled into their harnesses.

Just then, Quintar saw three colossal Yaakraya rambling through
the darkness toward the north.

“The storehouses!” shouted the men in the field. “The
storehouses,” they cried, pointing northward.

The three Yaak trudged hastily toward the settlement’s
storehouses. Quintar tried to peer forward into the troubled night,
but the wind and snow battered his face, and he could see no
farther than five or ten meters ahead of the plodding Yaak.
Finally, he saw the outline of the nearest storehouse, and the
three Yaak slowed.

Quintar noticed the huge Yaakraya sniffing and scratching the
snow near the second storehouse. Quintar gazed wide-eyed at the
giant Yaak: long, sharp claws jutted from their stubby hands, and
greenish blood oozed from their saucer eyes. Beneath him, he felt
rage building within Shila. Was she also getting
prepared?

Suddenly, Quintar heard cracking and splintering wood, and then
a muffled human cry. Shila, Anderro, and Stebba lumbered around the
corner toward the farthest storehouse.

Through snowy darkness, Quintar saw two massive, white forms
dragging brown packs toward the forest. The three Yaakmen readied
their bows, but the creatures darted from view.

The three Yaak plodded toward the storehouse. Quintar noticed a
wide hole ripped from the building’s side and fractured planks
strewn across the snow.

Suddenly, Shila roared, tossing Quintar back. Quintar saw a huge
beast lift from a snowdrift several meters to his right. Quintar
noticed a brown pack dangling from its fanged and bloodied mouth.
Settling back on its hind legs, the beast turned a wide, hairy face
toward Shila, and dropped the pack. Quintar felt its icy glare
slice his soul. The pupil-less eyes were those of death,
he mused. This was a creature that will kill without
forethought or remorse.

The snow-beast hissed, and then released a monstrous yell.

The Yaak stood motionless, wary of approaching the beast. The
yell stuck terror in Quintar’s heart.

The Yaakmen were taken aback, yet all three managed to release
arrows toward the creature. The snow-beast deflected the arrows
like toys.

The Yaak lunged forward in unison, but it was too late. The
snow-beast snatched the pack, and leaped into the snowy woods.

The Yaak halted at the forest’s edge. Shila and Anderro turned,
and trudged back to the storehouses. Entya with Stebba remained by
the forest standing guard.

Quintar and Lenna climbed out of their harnesses, and strode
toward the ruined building. The two Yaakriders stepped inside.

The wind rushed through the splintered entrance, and a waving
lantern drew shadows across the chilly darkness. Quintar counted
three Yaakraya packs stacked against the wall. His belly churned.
Most of the food they had brought to Norelda was missing. He
thought of Arrol and his troop. All those lives lost for
nothing? He lowered his head. Perhaps, we could have
guarded the storehouses more closely. But, how could I have guessed
the beasts would be so brazen to attack so close to the
settlement.

Quintar lit a torch and peered around the room; loose grains and
white fur littered the floor. He picked up one of the strands,
examining it closely.

“Quintar,” Lenna said in a hushed tone. Lenna pointed
downward.

Quintar gazed at a mangled corpse lying in the storehouse’s
corner. Yellow, frothing saliva lay across its headless torso and
leg, and blood pooled where the other leg should have been. Quintar
turned away, repulsed.

Lenna shook his head. “If we hadn’t arrived when we did, we
would not have anything to mourn.”

Five bundled men appeared through the storehouse’s opening. They
uncovered their faces and brushing snow from their coats. Quintar
recognized two of the men, but the others were strangers. Samael
and the Storemaster, Halyain stepped forward.

Samael glanced around the storehouse. “Were you or your men
harmed?” The merchant noticed the missing food; his shoulders
slumped.

“No, but the snow-beasts retreated with all but three of the
packs. And the storehouse guard… ” Quintar waved toward the
building’s corner.

Halyain knelt before the bloodied corpse with tears filling his
steely eyes. “Zejma,” he whispered. “He had five children and
another on the way; he told me so just today. And it was today, I
assigned him nightwatch.” He bent close to the corpse and wept.

Samael stared at the remaining packs, shaking his head. “This is
certainly a frightful setback for the people of Norelda. Now, we
must ration our remaining food. And the snow-beasts?”

A shadow passed Quintar’s face. “I fear their attacks will
become more brazen in the coming days and cycles. If they are kin
to the Yaak, they’re intelligent beasts, only more cunning and
fierce. Now, they know where to find food, and I’m certain they’ll
return. And even daylight hours may not be safe.” He glanced toward
Samael, who appeared small and withdrawn.

Quintar’s eyes blazed. “And my greatest concern is that they
have now tasted human blood. I’ve looked into the snow-beast's
eyes; it’s a creature without conscience or mercy.”

Quintar turned and motioned toward Lenna. “Tomorrow, I’ll send
Lenna back to Tyrie. Ruma and Carathis must be warned of the danger
that is now stalking the confluence. I’ll also instruct Lenna to
request another shipment of food for Norelda and rations for the
Yaak. Entya, I, and the Yaakraya will remain in Norelda until
reinforcements arrive.”

Lenna nodded without comment, and extinguished his torch.

Quintar wrapped his face and tightened his overcoat. Then he
stepped through the broken wall and into the blustery night. Lenna
followed him.




CHAPTER  14

 

Lenna awoke the following morning to irritating rays streaming
through Shentar Inn’s high window. He stretched and rubbed his
callused hands across aching legs. Quintar and Entya lay snoring on
the beds beside him.

Lenna recalled being awoken just before sunrise as the
Yaakleader and young Yaakman crept into bed after standing guard
over Norelda’s storehouses until the storm faded late in the night.
Earlier, Quintar ordered Lenna back to the Inn for some rest before
Lenna began his lone journey back to Tyrie. Lenna protested,
preferring to stand with his comrades, yet dutifully obeyed
Quintar’s command.

He rolled out of bed and silently gathered his belongings, and
then slipped from the room.

Lenna found Shentar's Inn busy at this early hour. Dozens of
cheerless men, women, and children huddled in the Inn’s lobby while
Shentar passed a pot of steaming tea. Each of the disheveled
patrons nodded and praised the Innkeeper after being served. Lenna
crept from the stairwell’s shadows.

Shentar met Lenna’s gaze. “These are refugees fleeing the
ranches and trapper encampments, good Yaakrider. Many have just
learned of the attack on our storehouses.”

Shentar poured some tea, and then stroked a child’s head. “I
expect more today, now that the storm has passed.” Shentar waved
his hand around the room. “These people are why your mission is so
important.”

The Innkeeper handed Lenna a leather pouch. “Enough food for a
quarter of a cycle, if you conserve and… I regret not offering
more.”

“It will be enough, good Innkeeper.”

Shentar smiled and handed Lenna a sack stamped with Norelda’s
official seal along with a folded note. “Here is a message for
Tyrie’s Council of Representatives, good Yaakrider. Master Samael
dropped it off before dawn. The note is from Master Quintar,
scribed just before he retired near sunrise. He instructed me to
give it to you before you set out.”

Lenna unfolded the note and read the Yaakleader's script. He
paused to ponder its contents before tossing it into the hearth’s
flames. Wordlessly, he buttoned his coat and exited the Inn.

 

Anderro trudged southward from the settlement, and across the
frozen river flowing into Lake Norelda’s eastern arm. A meter of
new snow lay on the ground, and the Yaak plodded along sluggishly.
Soon, the land rose at the steppes of the mountain range enclosing
the southeast corner of Norelda’s valley.

Quintar judged this route safest now, although not usually
traveled by Yaak because of the rough terrain, and the necessity of
crossing the Great River from east to west below Tyrie. Yaakriders
preferred the route north of the confluence, because of the portage
at Lake Norelda, and the easy crossing offered at Sarhelm’s ford.
But now, the Ordai roamed the north, and Quintar reasoned this
route safest.

At mid-day, Lenna peered from beneath his hood, and scanned the
high ranges due south. The sheer and jagged peaks soared
majestically above the plain, but a shallow gap lay between the
snow-swept slopes.

Lenna urged Anderro forward, toward the pass.

**********

The morning sun shone bright over Norelda’s eastern ranges when
Balyar awoke fully dressed and snuggled in his woolen overcoat. He
stretched and glanced around. He found him himself on the floor
near his fireplace. Above him, Anderia fanned the hearth’s embers.
He heard a shovel grating outside the doorway.

Anderia carefully placed a log on the flames. “Kristren told me
you had quite a night.”

Balyar rose on wobbly legs. “Did he get any sleep?”

“Not much, I suppose. He and Jett slipped in at sunrise. I guess
the storm ended just before.”

“This could be a long day.”

“I know, but I’ve very little to pack— just the remaining food
and some clothing. I don’t know what Samael’s wife will need.”

“Samael’s a wealthy man. I’m sure he—”

“Still… ”

Balyar heard Jett barking outside. “It could have been Pinthra
last night.”

Anderia gave her husband a sharp glance, and then shook her
head.

Kristren pushed through the door with Jett scrambling between
his legs. “Master Eckerd’s outside with his dogs, father. He’d like
us to come with him right away. He mentioned something about
Herron’s ranch.”

Balyar pulled on his coat and hat. He grabbed a handful of
arrows and tucked his crossbow beneath his arm.

Anderia stared at her husband, but Balyar avoided her gaze.

   “Don’t worry, Anderia. Daylight should be safe.
Grab your crossbow, Kristren.”

“My weapon is with me always,” Kristren replied.

Balyar nodded and followed Kristren out the doorway.

 

Father and son rubbed charcoal beneath their eyes and strapped
on snowshoes. Blankets of whiteness spread out in all directions
reflecting bright sunlight.

The rancher, Eckerd stood before them spewing warm breath-steam.
His two dogs tramped across the fresh snow, sniffing and
whimpering. Jett barked, running out to greet them.

“Rolwes and Grundlash have tracked something,” Eckerd said. “I
thought it was your ranch at first.” Eckerd looked around. “But
now, I see you’re alright… maybe to the northeast a bit.” He
pointed.

Balyar tightened his coat. “Herron’s?”

Eckerd nodded.

“He packed up for the settlement two days ago.”

“But he left some sheep… told me was coming back for them. I
guess the storm held him up, otherwise he would’ve been back last
night.”

The three men tramped though towering snowdrifts. The dogs
scouted ahead, leaping in all directions.

The group moved onto Herron’s stake and across his buried
pastures. Balyar saw the homestead’s rooftop jutting from the snow.
The chimney stood lifeless and cold, but everything appeared
intact. Balyar recalled the horror of the trapper encampment and
sighed with relief.

The three dogs leaped across the snow. Grundlash dug into a
drift and barked, and then ran toward Herron’s barn.

Balyar trudged onward. Kristren and Eckerd followed.

Balyar halted. Splintered planks lay strewn over the snow and
the barn’s side was missing. The dogs scattered through the
wreckage, growling.

Balyar bent to the snow. He ran his glove over a meter-wide
print. Eckerd’s eyes blazed with terror.

“The ranches are no longer safe,” Balyar said tersely.

 

Balyar and Anderia sorted their belongings, packing only barest
necessities. Kristren prepared a sled for the trip down to the
settlement.

Balyar wiped his brow. “It breaks my heart to leave, yet we’ve
little choice. But I’m proud we’ve held out so long. I’m also
relieved to know that by nightfall, all ranchers will be safe
within Norelda, or so I hope… ”

Kristren motioned toward the barn. “What of the livestock? How
can we look after them?”

“The animals must be driven to the settlement. The breeders must
be preserved and the weakest, slaughtered. Samael has generously
offered a storage shed for the chickens.”

 

The ranchers arrived at Samael’s home later that afternoon.
Balyar and Kristren collapsed from exhaustion. Samael’s sons,
Quanya and Orafil helped pull the rancher’s sled to the top of
their father’s icy stairwell.

Samael and Varaquil emerged from their home, welcoming the
ranchers with tears and hugs.

“Thankfully, you have arrived safe,” Samael said. “Yet I bear
horrible news. Last night, the Ordai attacked the storehouses.”

Balyar and Anderia gasped.

“The Yaakriders had just arrived from Tyrie, and the
snow-creatures made off with most of the food that they had so
valiantly brought to our settlement. A storehouse guard was
murdered by the snow-beasts.”

Balyar shook his head. “Even the settlement is not immune to
attack.”

Samael grasped Balyar’s shoulder. “Maybe the monsters will get
bolder still. I’ve called for a meeting of our leaders. We must
solidify plans to defend what remains of our depleted stores. Of
course, after you’re rested and settled…”

“Good,” Balyar replied. “And the Yaakriders?”

“Quintar and another Yaakrider have remained in Norelda with a
handful of male Yaak-beasts. The Yaakleader has assured me, they’ll
not leave until the danger passes. Quintar has dispatched a Yaakman
to Tyrie. My hope is that Ruma and Carathis will provide more
Yaakmen to defend Norelda, but we’ve no guarantee.”

Samael led the ranchers into his home.

Varaquil took Anderia and Kielar by the hand, leading them
through the house. “I’ve been told that you were once a
schoolteacher in Adair before coming to our ranches. Perhaps you
will be so kind to tutor Orafil and Quanya. The schools have been
closed since the Ordai arrived, and I fear the boys falling behind
in their studies.”

Anderia bowed curtly. “It’s the least I can do.”

Varaquil’s brown eyes sparkled “Our home will be your home, but
we’ll both share the cooking and cleaning.”

Anderia smiled broadly.

Samael stood beside young Kristren and eyed the young rancher
with amazement. “Where is the boy, I met just a few cycles before?
“Now I see a man.” Kristren smiled, turning away.

 

Balyar and Kristren gobbled a meal of cereal and tea, and then
set off to retrieve their livestock. They worked far into the
evening using the full light of Alberon.

The rancher and his son collected the last of the sheep, and
drove them down the slopes. Later, young Quanya and Orafil came to
the ranch and helped round up the chickens. One by one, the two
boys chased down the fowl, shoving them in portable pens set upon
sleds.

Late into the night, Balyar and Kristren returned to Samael’s
home, and collapsed into such a deep sleep that neither thought
they would ever wake again.

**********

Two days following the storm, Balyar entered Samael’s study and
took his place at a large table presently occupied by Quintar,
Entya, Samael, the Storemaster Halyain, and the imposing
Tharmstron.

Bright candles flickered as Varaquil and Anderia pushed through
the doorway carrying carafes of steaming Sequippa tea and a few
meager biscuits. The men sipped on tea and gnawed on the morsels.
All thanked the ladies, before Varaquil and Anderia exited.

Kristren slipped through the door carrying a bundle of firewood.
Balyar noticed him fumbling with the logs near the hearth while
keeping a watchful eye on the two Yaakmen.

Samael spoke first: “As you know, Norelda remains in shock over
the snow-beast attack and the loss of the food stores, but
thankfully, the tide of refugees has stopped. And from what we
know, every man, women, and child inhabiting the area to the
northeast of the Great Confluence, now dwell within our
settlement.

“Our Inns overflow, yet we witness odd sights these days:
ranchers and trappers sleeping side by side on floors and hallways,
and in storage houses and sheds; every structure that can be heated
by a small stove has been utilized for shelter.

“We have saved a number of livestock, but a great deal of work
remains to safeguard Norelda and our remaining stores. To this end,
Quintar and Entya have agreed to remain in Norelda and direct the
defense of the city, its storehouses, and livestock. We must give
Quintar our allegiance.”

Samael paused, glancing around the table. “Quintar has also
dispatched a Yaakrider to Tyrie to request another shipment of
foodstuff, and additional brave Yaakmen. We must also replenish our
supplies of Charkur and Waax for the Yaakbeasts now defending our
settlement. All the Yaakriders ask in return is a number of
able-bodied citizens to assist them with this dangerous task.”

Kristren abruptly dropped a log on the fire sending embers from
the hearth. Balyar scowled.

Tharmstron thrust his chest forward. “There are many trappers
willing to fight the snow-beasts. I can name fifty men willing to
avenge the death of Joquim and his clan.”

“The ranchers will also fight,” Balyar added. “We too have been
uprooted from our homes and livelihoods. Many of us are skilled in
tracking and fighting predators, and in the use of a bow.”

“Good, good, good,” Samael said. Quintar nodded also.

“Our Storemaster has proposed we construct a fence surrounding
the storehouses and the livestock. We can use these fortifications
to focus our defenses in case of attack.”

Entya rose, drawing everyone’s attention. “Why not move the food
to the city’s center? Why keep the food near the settlement’s
parameter, where it’s vulnerable?”

Samael and Halyain began to speak at once. Samael relented,
nodding to Halyain, who said, “The settlement’s food has been
stored at the city’s edge for untold generations. We believe the
storehouses were built to safeguard our citizenry from the
snow-beasts.”

Entya scratched his head. “Yet, isn’t the food more
vulnerable?”

Halyain nodded. “Our forefathers gave this question much
thought, young Yaakrider. The storehouses serve two purposes:
foremost, they were constructed to safeguard food, but they also
kept the monsters from the city, and from preying on our families;
the latter, they deemed more important.”

Entya nodded to the Storemaster, and then sat.

Samael turned to Halyain. “Once again, Storemaster, I ask you to
report on the food situation. Can the settlement hold until we
receive another shipment from Tyrie?”

Halyain’s lips tightened. “A more accurate assessment would be,
if another shipment arrives. I must remind everyone that
there is no guarantee Ruma or Carathis will permit another Yaakrun,
or even that the Yaakrider Lenna will return safely to Tyrie. The
route south over the mountains is dangerous even in summer, and
without murderous Ordai lurking about.”

“I’m confident Lenna will reach Tyrie,” Quintar said. “I am less
certain that Ruma and the council will allow more grain for
Norelda. When I left the confluence more than a cycle ago, Tyrie
had enough grain and fish to provide for its citizens until the
last days of winter, or so I was told.”

“And what if Tyrie is also under siege?” Tharmstron asked. “The
Yaakrider may arrive safely, but may not have the chance to leave
the city again. Or he might be commanded to protect the
confluence’s storehouses.”

The men sat silently.

Finally, Samael spoke: “We must assume that we will not receive
aid from Tyrie.” The others murmured and nodded. “Master Halyain,
how long will our current stores last, if the remaining grain is
rationed?”

Halyain sat with downcast eyes. He whispered, “Possibly a cycle,
or a cycle and a half.” The others gasped. “That is, provided we
consume some breeding stock.”

Balyar said, “Breeding stock can be replaced with animals from
Tyrie or Adair once spring arrives. Although it will break my
heart— it takes years to build bloodlines.” He sighed. “But we all
must sacrifice to survive.”

“I remind the honorable gentleman,” Quintar said. “Our most
pressing threat is the Ordai. The next storm may bring even more
brazen attacks, and we must prepare to defend the storehouses and
ourselves. We will need a few courageous and stalwart men or women,
skilled with a bow, and some skilled in weapon making. We will also
need laborers to collect the wood required to construct the fence
proposed by the Storemaster.”

Kristren stood chest forward, gawking at the Yaakmen. “I’ll be
first to volunteer.”

Quintar looked the young man over, and a smile crossed the
Yaakleader’s face. “Well at least that’s a start.”

They all chuckled, except Balyar. The rancher seethed. I
must put an end to this rebellion and perhaps give him a good
thrashing, he thought. But after a few moments, the urge
passed, and his anger disappeared.




CHAPTER  15

 

Lenna held firm beneath Anderro’s white fur as the Yaak trudged
upward and between the treacherous mountains due south of Norelda’s
besieged settlement. For two days, Lenna urged her forward,
stopping only to nibble on a light snack of dried beef, or to offer
Anderro a few kilos of shredded root.

The farther they traveled from Norelda, the more the Yaakman
sensed his companion returning to her usual unemotional
disposition. Lenna reasoned that it was a good sign the Ordai
hadn’t yet advanced into the mountains south of the settlement.

At night, they found shelter within shadowy groves, or between
massive rocks in high country where trees were scarce. Finally,
they passed west through the mountains, meandering southwestward
toward Tyrie.

Anderro struggled through drifts sometimes deeper than her
waist. Lenna was ever fearful of avalanche, and occasionally,
distant thunder echoed through high ravines, drawing immediate
attention of both Yaakman and beast.

 

Six exhausting days and nights passed before Lenna urged Anderro
to halt atop a high cliff overlooking the Great River’s valley.
Wearily, the Yaakman scanned the frozen basin, spotting distant
puffs of smoke rising from Tyrie’s snowbound homesteads.

Lenna shook his head. The sight of Tyrie after such a long and
dangerous trip usually raised Lenna’s spirits, yet now, a sense of
foreboding overwhelmed him. He pressed the Yaak forward.

Anderro tromped across the frozen Great River a kilometer below
the settlement. Lenna peeked outward from Anderro’s back, noticing
bundled fishermen scattered across the ice. The fishermen gaped at
the pregnant Yaak with her lone rider emerging from the desolate
eastern mountains.

Lenna passed wordlessly.

 

Anderro clomped through the streets of Tyrie, stopping before
the Hall of Commerce. Lenna pulled himself off the Yaak and wearily
removed his harness and pack. He patted Anderro on her bulging
mid-section, and the Yaak lumbered past some curious Tyrinians, and
up the snowy roads toward the West Meadows.

News of Lenna’s arrival spread quickly, and onlookers
gathered.

“What happened to Arrol and his troop?” A man asked.

“What is happening in Norelda?” asked a frail woman. “I have a
brother there. Please tell me, Yaakrider.”

“Where is Quintar?” another asked. “And why did you return
alone?”

“Quintar is alive and well,” Lenna replied.

The crowd murmured. “What of Arrol?”

“All will be explained in time,” Lenna said, stumbling past the
citizens, and into the Hall toward Carathis’s office.

The crowd murmured even louder than before.

 

Carathis's face turned ashen when Lenna told him of the Ordai
and Arrol’s fate. Lenna described the battle with the snow-beasts,
and the Supreme Yaakleader’s eyes flashed terror.

Carathis summoned a messenger. “Find the Storemaster Olaythe and
all the representatives you can locate. I request that we gather in
the Meeting Hall. Tell them it’s a matter most urgent.”

The young man hurried from the room.

A cook entered with a bowl of steaming gruel and a plate of
cooked Chakra. The smell brought a smile to Lenna's weathered face.
The Yaakrider wolfed every spoonful of gruel and every scrap of
meat. Lenna pushed away from the table, and closed his eyes.

**********

Carathis stepped inside the meeting hall while workers scurried
about preparing the room: one man built a fire and the other
removed a covering from the meeting table. Dozens of torches
sputtered on the four walls. Wooden planks reinforced the windows
against the weight of snowdrifts.

Carathis recalled the last time the council convened, twenty-one
cycles ago following the death of Dumas. He placed his hand on the
eldest councilman’s empty seat. His wisdom and insight are a
loss to us all. And fate dictated he would not live to see his
prophecies fulfilled. Carathis shook his head. Yet,
perhaps he was somewhat fortunate, not to witness the Ordai’s
terror twice during his long lifetime.

Ruma entered the room accompanied by Charon and Pincar. Lenna
followed shortly after, along with Tyrie’s Storemaster Olaythe. The
representatives greeted each other politely, yet their noble faces
flushed with the grave rumors swirling through Tyrie. Each member
offered Lenna praise for his heroic acts.

Lenna shrugged. “Our job is just beginning, good
representatives. The real heroes remain in Norelda.”

Lenna removed a parchment from his battered pack and handed it
to Ruma. Ruma broke Samael’s seal and read the note. Ruma cast his
eyes downward, before passing the note to the others.

Ruma held forth his hand. “Please, young Yaakman… ”

Lenna rose before the council, clearing his throat. Once again,
he recounted his trip north following Arrol’s trail. The
representatives gasped when he spoke of Quintar discovering the
Yaaktroop’s remains, and the destruction caused by the snow-beasts.
He continued, telling of their arrival in Norelda, and of their
reception by Samael and the Noreldans. His face flushed when he
recounted the attack on Norelda’s storehouses, describing to the
astonished representatives the fierceness and cold-heartedness of
the Ordai.

Olaythe, when told of the loss of the grain, glanced at Ruma and
Pincar.

Finally, Lenna told the representatives of Quintar's order,
commanding him to return to Tyrie, and his trip south and west
across the harsh eastern ranges.

“Thank you, Lenna,” Ruma said. “Master Olaythe, what is Tyrie’s
current inventory of grains?”

“We are midway in the forty-eighth cycle with about six or seven
appearances of Ellini remaining until spring’s onset. Tyrie has
enough stores to last until ice-out, if we maintain our current
consumption.” Olaythe paused. “Yet, if we allot additional stores
for Norelda… ?” He shook his head.

The representatives sat silently.

Ruma rubbed his chin. “The citizens of Norelda are our comrades,
our brothers, and cousins. We must band together to survive in
severe times, or we may all perish.”

Carathis noticed reluctant nods from Pincar and Charon.

“This isn’t going to be pleasant, but we must convince our
citizens that it’s in our best interest to help Norelda through
their time of crisis.”

“Perhaps Norelda’s crisis will become Tyrie’s,” Olaythe said.
“Should we not also prepare to defend the Tyrinian storehouses from
the Ordai? The snow-beasts ravaged the Noreldan stores without
pause. Are the Tyrinian storehouses vulnerable as well?”

“Would the Ordai dare attack Tyrie so brazenly?” Pincar
asked.

“Remember the words of Dumas,” Ruma said. “Tyrie has been an
objective of the snow-beasts in the past. Why should we believe
they would not target the settlement again?”

Carathis clinched his fist. “Plans will be made, without delay,
to defend both the storehouses and the settlement of Tyrie. I’ll
assemble another Yaaktroop for Norelda. Lenna will return to the
northern settlement as Yaakleader. I’ll command Quintar, and those
under Quintar’s command, to remain in Norelda for its defense. The
Yaakriders remaining in Tyrie will defend her borders.”

Ruma added: “A Yaakmessenger should also be sent to Master
Druiden in Adair. Although it’s unlikely the Ordai will attack the
southern settlement, the Adairians should be notified of the
danger.”

Carathis nodded.

“Perhaps,” Pincar added. “The scholars can add some insight in
how to defend against the beasts. Much of our history can be
accessed at the Academy of Knowledge. Maybe our forefathers can
provide some answers.”

Councilwoman Charon asked, “Should we also post watch around
this valley? The elder Dumas recalled signs of the snow-beasts
preceding the last invasion.”

Carathis pounded his fist. “From this point forward, Yaakriders
will patrol all areas adjoining Tyrie. I’ll instruct them to report
any evidence of snow-beast.”

Ruma nodded. “Let it be done. And let us make our citizens aware
of the sacrifices that we all must endure during these next, most
dangerous, cycles.”

 

Ruma declared the makeshift council closed. Pincar, Charon, and
the Storemaster exited the room still chatting. Ruma confronted
Lenna, requesting to speak to him. Carathis nodded curtly, leaving
the two men alone.

Ruma questioned Lenna of Quintar’s health, and requested more
stories of Quintar’s deeds in Norelda. Lenna eyed the council’s
leader guardedly, telling Ruma of Quintar’s leadership and courage
while confronting unspeakable dangers. The farmer listened without
interruption.

When Lenna finished, Ruma placed his hand on Lenna’s shoulder.
“When springtime comes, you and Quintar must stay with us on the
confluence. I feel now is time for forgiveness.”

Lenna bowed graciously.

 

Carathis strode through Tyrie’s snowbound streets, making his
way eastward and upward from the central square. He passed
Farissa’s Inn, noticing that only the tavern’s doorway and worn
wooden sign lay exposed to the chill air.

Carathis recalled fondly the many drafts of Jenna that he and
Arrol had guzzled over the past several seasons. He smirked,
remembering the countless times Farissa tossed the two young
Yaakriders into the street after fighting with customers, or
drinking to excess.

He reached the settlement’s mid-level, turning to a modest home,
cut from a steep bank, now buried beneath the snow. He envisioned
Arrol’s son Brayaan playing in the drifts, his young face glowing
after his father arrived home after adventures in the wilds.

But Carathis’s vision faded quickly; Brayaan was now a brave
young man completing his first year as a Yaakman of Tyrie, not the
boy of two years past.

Carathis rapped the front door. A few moments passed before the
door creaked open. A woman peered out sporting braided, graying
hair.

Slowly, the Supreme Yaakleader revealed his face, and the women
wept.

**********

Orlo urged Jymar forward into a stream valley west of Tyrie’s
Great Confluence. Baakar’s Yaak, Syrell, trailed ten Yaak-steps
behind. Orlo looked skyward, noticing ominous pale-gray clouds,
crawling eastward.

Jymar halted and sniffed. She tipped her hairy head toward the
snow, groaning gently. Syrell tramped next to her. Both Yaak stared
farther upstream.

Baakar pushed aside strands of Syrell’s twisted fur. “Do you
think they sense something?”

Orlo shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m beginning to think all
this work has been a waste of time. It’s been three days since
Lenna returned from Norelda and two days since we started patrol,
and we’ve found nothing.”

“Maybe the monsters won’t migrate across the river,” Baakar
said.

“Arrol’s troop was massacred just four day’s journey northeast
of this very spot. We must be cautious until winter’s end. There
are homesteads just south of here.”

Baakar looked skyward and sighed. “I have yet to see the sun
today. I hope we don’t depart for Norelda amid a blizzard. The
eastern path to Norelda, south of the lake, is unfamiliar to
me.”

“Lenna, our new Yaakleader, has just passed that way.”

Baakar smirked. “Our new Yaakleader… ” He shook his head.

Orlo eyed Baakar sternly. He pulled his coat close. “Noon has
now passed and our tour is nearly complete. Thankfully, Carathis
has granted us rest before we leave.”

Baakar nodded.

Orlo’s Yaak Jymar, groaned again.

Orlo caught Baakar’s eye. “We still have daylight. Let’s see
where Jymar and Syrell will lead us.”

The two Yaak clomped up the frozen stream bed. Jymar gazed often
into the silent woods, pulling deep drafts into her massive lungs.
Orlo could feel the beast become agitated as they moved farther up
the meandering valley. Orlo also noticed that Baakar’s Yaak Syrell,
zigzagged back and forth as she plodded along, sniffing and
scanning the forest.

The two Yaak struggled forward. Both Jymar and Syrell now
grunted loudly in an odd duet. Orlo heard hissing from an open
waterfall just beyond his sight.

Before long, they arrived at an area where the stream widened,
and water thrashed between two massive rocks from the forest above.
Ice hung from the conifers in long strips. The two Yaak halted,
glaring into the snowy woodlands. Orlo noticed frozen blood and
disturbed snow below the Yaak’s feet.

“Chakra,” Orlo said, leaping off Jymar.

“Was it Pinthra?” Baakar asked.

Orlo studied the fresh tracks. “Two very large creatures, about
the size of a Yaak, yet they ran on all fours… too large for
Pinthra.”

Orlo trudged to the bloodied area, and then pointed toward the
forest. “The large creatures leaped from the woods to the west.
Five Chakra wondered next to the stream, yet I see no small tracks
running away.” Orlo knelt and touched the snow. “It must have been
over before they had time to squeal.”

Orlo wrapped his face and climbed back onto Jymar. Urgently, he
pressed the Yaak forward, and away from the waterfall. Syrell
turned and followed, down the stream, toward the confluence.

A light snow began to fall.

**********

Lenna awoke in the Yaakrider's Barracks shrouded in darkness.
Rubbing his eyes, he realized he’d slept a full day and into the
following night.

Lenna climbed out of bed and stretched. He opened the door to
his room, walked down the cold hallway, and into a common room at
the corridor’s end. Lenna found Enro nodding off before a crackling
hearth.

The elder Yaakman stirred. “Lenna! The snow-beasts have returned
to Tyrie. Three separate patrols reported signs of the Ordai near
the confluence.”

Lenna rubbed his eyes. “Then there’s not much time.”

“All available Yaakriders are preparing the Yaakraya. Carathis
has commanded you leave for Norelda at dawn. He ordered me to let
you rest.”

“And what of Orlo and Baakar?”

“They’re also resting.” Enro grasped Lenna’s shoulder. “The snow
is falling heavily now, and Carathis feels you may be trapped in
Tyrie if you don’t leave right away. He fears Tyrie will be
besieged before the storm ends; a fear shared by many.”

 

The Yaakmen labored through the night while the storm raged
around them. By dawn, the troop was assembled and ready to depart
for Norelda.

Twelve Yaakraya and three outrider Yaak stood motionless in the
center of Tyrie as layers of fresh snow clung to their hairy coats.
The Yaakraya’s packs bulged with grains and salted fish drawn from
Tyrie’s reserves. Lenna also carried bundles of messages penned by
Tyrie’s citizens concerned about loved ones or relatives in
Norelda.

Few of the other Yaakmen, workmen, or citizens waited to see
them off. Exhausted, they wandered off to their snowbound homes in
the hours before dawn.

Orlo harnessed Jymar, and Orlo leaped upon Syrell. Lenna stood
with Carathis before Anderro.

“Retrace your route taken four days ago,” Carathis said. “The
path will be slow, but you are unlikely to encounter snow-beasts
until you reach Norelda’s valley. And remember, the people of
Norelda are depending on you to arrive safely. Do not risk the
settlement’s supplies by doing something foolish. Their fate
depends on you.”

Lenna nodded.

Carathis rubbed Anderro’s swollen belly. “Take care now, new
Yaakleader, and protect this mare with your life. A Yaak with
offspring is precious to our guild.”

Carathis wrapped his face, turned, and disappeared into a cloud
of blowing snow.




CHAPTER  16

 

Porrias circled the lecture platform holding a palm-sized ball
between thumb and finger. “Our planet takes two thousand, five
hundred and ninety-five days to pass around our sun. We call this a
year. Can anyone tell me how long it takes Ellini to go around our
planet? Or Alberon?” Porrias scanned the young faces, grinning.

A girl raised her slender hand, and rose to her feet. “Ellini
takes twenty-three days to complete a circle. We call it one cycle.
Alberon takes sixty-one days.” She sat.

“Correct. Now, can someone tell me how many cycles of Ellini
make a year?”

Some students scribbled calculations on a parchment, while
others gazed into the rafters. Porrias strolled between the desks,
peeking over youthful shoulders. He patted some on the back,
shaking his head at others.

Porrias sighed deeply. He peered out through the schoolhouse’s
window, catching glints of reflected sunlight off Lake Adair’s ice.
Porrias’s thoughts drifted. Just a few more cycles and the
Great River will flow, and the lake’s blue waters will glisten in
the sun. And the Payet will bloom, and the lands will be renewed…
.

Suddenly the door swung open, drawing all eyes forward. Druiden
stood in the doorway. Porrias noticed his mentor’s stooped
shoulders and ashen face.

Porrias clapped his hands. “Everyone, listen, class is
dismissed.” Amid shrieks of excitement, the children picked up
their belongings, and streamed from the room.

Druiden waited until the last child exited. “A Yaakmessenger
arrived this morning bearing dreadful news. Apparently, Dumas’s
dire warning has come to pass… The Ordai have returned to the
Valley of the Confluence.”

Porrias stood speechless.

“Norelda has been under siege for more than a cycle. The Ordai
have attacked the storehouses, and most of Norelda’s stockpiles
have been lost.”

“How much food remains?” Porrias asked.

“We don’t know for certain, but several cycles ago, an entire
Yaaktroop was massacred in the mountains west of Lake Norelda. We
can assume the settlement’s circumstances are desperate.”

“An entire troop!” Porrias steadied himself. “Can Norelda hold
until spring?”

“A few Yaakriders and their beasts are guarding the settlement,
but Carathis has pledged to send more. Ruma and Tyrie’s Storemaster
have promised Norelda additional food, if any can be spared.”

“What of Tyrie? Have the Ordai reached the confluence?”

“Nothing in the message suggested such, although Carathis has
ordered his Yaakriders to patrol the valley for signs of the
beasts. I fear, before long, Tyrie will be besieged as well.”

Porrias gazed deep into the elder statesman’s eyes. “I’m honored
Master Druiden has taken time to discuss this with me, yet I’m
puzzled of your motive. How can I be of service?”

“I come to you for good reason, young man. I’m asking you to
collect all we know of the Ordai from the Academy of Knowledge, and
take it to Tyrie. I realize the volumes are sparse, but the
information may prove useful to Tyrie’s defenders. I’m also
requesting you gather new information about the snow-beasts,
scribing new volumes so our descendants will be better
prepared.”

“I would be honored, Master Druiden. Yet who will take over my
duties and my classes?”

“I consider this task to be of grave importance, Porrias. I’ll
find others to fulfill your duties until this crisis is over.”

Porrias nodded.

“I have asked the Yaakmessenger to stay over one more night;
this should give you a day to prepare for the trip. If we wait
longer, the journey may become too perilous.” Druiden buttoned his
coat. “And take care of yourself, young scribe. I expect you back
before the spring thaw.”

Druiden turned and strode through the hallway, and into Adair’s
snowy streets.

**********

Quintar gazed across the razor sharp peaks, looming due south of
Lake Norelda. He pulled his coat tight to fight the bitter cold.
Dusk settled over the valley while bright Alberon ascended above
the massive snowdrifts. Where was Lenna’s signal?

Quintar rubbed his eyes. Lenna had been gone for nearly a cycle
and doubts began to creep into Quintar’s mind. Should I have
gone with him? He trusted no man more than Lenna, but maybe
this task was too dangerous for a single man, alone in the
wilderness. If Lenna doesn’t return soon, I must break my word
to Samael and return to Tyrie myself, although this would leave the
good people of Norelda without the Yaak to defend them. Yet, I’ve
also given my oath to Carathis, and the people of the
confluence.

The situation in Norelda had worsened over the past half-cycle;
food stockpiles were diminishing, and tempers grew short. Yet most
living within the settlement accepted the situation, and many
pitched in to help.

Townspeople, ranchers, and burly trappers assisted the Yaakmen
in fortifying the storehouses, and a broad fence was built around
the remaining livestock using whatever scarce lumber they could
muster. A number of sheep were taken for their meat, and the
ranchers bemoaned the loss of their herds. But hard work kept their
minds off the inescapable truth: if help didn’t arrive soon,
malnutrition and even starvation could soon plague the northern
settlement as the food supply dwindled.

The full, yellow face of Alberon brightened the wintry landscape
as Quintar scanned the mountains one final time before retiring for
the night.

Suddenly, he noticed a flicker on a slope about four kilometers
distant. His heart thumped; his eyes strained.

Again, he spotted a tiny fire sputtering in the hills.

Quintar clinched his fist. “Yes,” he said aloud. “Yes.”

 

A crowd gathered in front of Shentar’s Inn as Quintar and Entya
led Lenna, Orlo, and Baakar out of the darkness. The Innkeeper held
his lantern high while bundled Noreldans chanted praises, and
begged the Yaakriders for news from the world south of the Great
Confluence.

“Make way!” the Innkeeper shouted. “The Yaakriders need food and
rest. All news will be reported without delay. Make way!”

Shentar ushered the Yaakmen into his crowded Inn. Tears rolled
from his gray eyes as he hugged each of the three men, particularly
Lenna. The Innkeeper led the men to his kitchen. Hurriedly, he
gathered some dried biscuits and roots.

Lenna gnawed on a root, and soon, his shrunken stomach cramped
with pain. Baakar and Orlo mustered enough strength to nibble on
some biscuits before both Yaakmen fell asleep near the fire.
Quintar and Entya waited patiently.

Lenna recounted the entire journey south to Tyrie, and then back
again with the Yaakraya and the grain. The trip back to Norelda was
most harrowing, taking the group nearly a half-cycle to traverse
the treacherous mountains south of Norelda. Many times they slogged
and backtracked through the passes because of the threat of
avalanche, or when the Yaak sensed the stalking snow-beasts.

Lenna sighed deeply. “Our Yaaktroop was lucky to slip through
when we did. If we waited in the hills one more night, I fear all
would have been lost. Quintar, the snow-beasts have encircled
Norelda. I’m afraid this settlement is now besieged.”

“Do you think we should risk a Yaakmessenger?” Quintar asked.
“Tyrie should be kept informed.”

Lenna shook his head. ”I'm afraid the path south has become too
dangerous.”

Quintar sighed, grasping Lenna’s shoulder. “Rest now, friend.
The snowbeasts have not attacked Norelda since you left, but I fear
one last major storm before spring. The Ordai are wandering closer
to the settlement, and hunger may drive them desperate.”

 

A half-cycle passed and Norelda’s weather was fair. Alberon
loomed, a sliver in a hazy sky. The land was still frozen, but the
people of Norelda sensed the passing of winter’s deepest chill. The
additional food was a welcome relief, yet Noreldans pledged to
ration their stockpiles until the siege was broken.

Quintar ordered the Yaakmen to patrol the settlement and the
surrounding lands. The Yaakleader noticed the Yaak became more
restless each day. “There are many fresh signs of the snow-beasts,”
Quintar told the others. “I fear the Ordai roam just beyond the
forest’s edge, and it’s only a matter of time before they attempt
to get the livestock and grains.”

Baakar spent his evenings in a workshop behind Shentar’s Inn. He
and a handful of Noreldan craftsmen designed a heavy crossbow to be
used against the beasts. Baakar redesigned and tested the weapon
several times before it met his demanding standards.

Hastily, the craftsmen assembled several of the reinforced bows.
The Noreldan Council requested that the Yaakmen carry the improved
crossbow into battle, since the riders would most likely come into
close contact with the invaders. Quintar agreed, and accepted the
burden graciously. The Yaakriders practiced for hours each day
firing the bow, and soon became comfortable with the weapon’s
unique weight and attributes. Several townspeople were trained in
loading the crossbow, a task that required both strength and
coordination.

Quintar directed Orlo and Baakar to defend the livestock. The
laborers cleared a strip of land beyond the fence, and built
several firepits around its parameter. Balyar and several other
volunteers were to position themselves atop buildings, or behind
fortified ramparts built into the fence. Entya and Lenna were
ordered to defend Norelda’s three storehouses.

Workers cleared a fifty-meter-wide area beyond the storehouses
to the fence, while others stockpiled enormous piles of wood to
stoke the bonfires. Quintar planned to keep the Yaakraya within the
lighted area and defend the buildings. More than a dozen
volunteers— including Tharmstron, Ruppon, and Kristren— were
assigned stations on the storehouse’s rooftops. Quintar reasoned
they could snipe at the snow-beasts if the monsters breached the
fence.

Entya befriended Kristren instantly, and he and the young
rancher soon became inseparable. Kristren followed Entya
everywhere, and even helped the Yaakman with his daily tasks. The
Yaak-beasts also accepted Kristren, and the young rancher often
brought the beasts their rations of Charkur and Waax. Kristren
assisted the Yaakriders with target practice. He retrieved arrows
and repaired feathers, and given the chance, fired the improved
crossbow with great accuracy. The young rancher studied every
Yaakrider duty with reverence. And his interest didn’t go unnoticed
by the Yaakleader Quintar.

 

The afternoon clouds darkened. Quintar and Entya mounted their
Yaak, preparing to scout Norelda’s parameter. Quintar noticed young
Kristren whacking firewood. Quintar turned to Entya, and waved his
hand. “Well, go ask him… ”

Entya smiled broadly, motioning Kristren over. “Would you like
to go on a scouting mission with me and Quintar? You may ride in
Stebba’s second harness.”

Kristren dropped the wood and ran back to the storehouse. He
returned with his crossbow and quiver. Quintar smiled and shook his
head. Stebba knelt down, and the rancher climbed upon the Yaak like
an expert. Entya smirked.

“Hold on tight,” Entya said. “Stebba’s agility and speed can
surprise you.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Kristren replied. “I’ve been waiting for
this day since I was old enough to walk.”

Stebba and Shila stomped through the Sohla groves while Kristren
studied the Yaakrider’s every action and command given to the giant
beasts.

The Yaak halted and sniffed. Quintar noticed large footprints
crisscrossing the drifts. Quintar pointed to the tracks and Entya
nodded. Kristren kept his crossbow aimed toward the forest. The
Yaak groaned and snorted.

Above Quintar’s head, snow-laden branches swayed in a growing
breeze. “The snow-beasts are near,” Quintar said tersely. “This may
be the storm, I’ve feared. We should get some rest. We may need all
our strength in the days to come.” Snowflakes began to float from
the gray sky. Quintar turned Shila towards the settlement. Stebba
followed.

 

Quintar watched the storm rage well into the night. The Yaakmen
took turns patrolling outside the fences constructed around the
livestock and storehouses.

The Yaak-beasts stirred restless. Quintar noticed the Yaakraya
pacing back and forth in front of the courtyard. The giant beasts
groaned, peering into the snowy darkness.

Quintar worried that the Yaak got little or no rest. Anderro
concerned him most: the Yaak’s belly bulged over her wide hips and
Quintar sensed her time neared. Quintar feared Lenna could be
suddenly left without a Yaak, leaving Norelda without an important
defender.

Morning arrived and the blizzard intensified. Quintar saw no
sign of the Ordai. The Yaakleader estimated nearly a meter of new
snow had fallen over the past afternoon and night.

Quintar ordered the men to clear the storehouse rooftops, and
maintain the firepits. Samael also asked that several Healers be
ready to assist any fallen in the field, and that a cabin be
prepared to treat the injured.

The blustery afternoon turned into gray evening. Quintar gazed
at the giant Yaak clomping around the courtyard— huge claws emerged
from their stubby hands, and greenish blood dripped from their
eye-sockets and nostrils. Quintar was convinced they were readying
for battle. The Yaakleader shivered.

The night deepened. Quintar gathered the Yaakmen and leaders of
the citizen-defenders to discuss their assignments.

   “The animals and livestock cower in their corrals,”
Balyar reported tersely. “And even my dog Jett, whimpers at the
forest’s edge. I fear the beasts are very near.”

Quintar directed the men to take their positions on the rooftops
and atop the fences. They lit huge bonfires in the storehouse’s
courtyard, and the night suddenly brightened. Quintar saw flashes
beyond the storm, from the direction of the livestock pens.

Quintar noticed the young rancher Kristren twisting nervously on
the first storehouse’s roof. Below the rancher, Stebba and Anderro
paced inside the courtyard.

Quintar urged Shila toward the livestock pens. Jymar and Syrell
stomped dutifully behind her, bearing Orlo and Baakar.

 

Quintar tightened his coat while Shila, Jymar, and Syrell
wondered near the livestock. A dozen Yaakraya milled near the
forest, all groaning a mournful chorus. The snow fell in thick
waves.

Suddenly, a horrendous yell echoed from the dark woods followed
closely by another, and then another more distant. Quintar’s heart
raced.

Quintar held his crossbow ready. “Be on your guard,” he
shouted.

Just then, a huge white form leaped from the darkness, pouncing
on one of the Yaakraya. The towering Yaak stumbled, and the
snow-beast ripped its hairy throat with a razor–sharp claw. Green
blood spewed across the snow, and the unfortunate Yaak-beast
toppled.

Another snow-beast bounded from the forest, but this time the
Yaakraya had time to face his attacker, and a fierce battle
ensued.

Quintar watched the two forms tussle in the blizzard’s shadows.
Luckily, a third Yaakraya came to the other Yaak’s defense, and the
Ordai backed away, hissing menacingly.

Shila rushed into the fray. Quintar’s arrow whirred, striking
the Ordai that was standing over the fallen Yaakraya. A trickle of
blood spewed from the creature’s neck, but the arrow fell to the
ground. The snow-beast rose up on its hind legs, hissing through
bloody, fanged teeth. Then it leaped away toward the livestock.

“Baakar, Orlo,” Quintar shouted.

Jymar, Syrell, and two Yaakraya stood their ground as the
snow-beast lunged toward them. Suddenly, another white form flanked
the two outriders, and the Yaakraya surged forward to meet the new
threat.

Orlo released his crossbow, striking the snow-beast in its
shoulder. The beast paused for a moment, and then lurched at the
Yaakmen.

Jymar and Syrell confronted the Ordai, but the snow-beast moved
so nimbly that Baakar could not mark his target. The snow-beast
lashed at Jymar’s back, knocking Orlo from his harness, and onto
the snow.

Quintar looked on helplessly as Baakar positioned himself only a
meter away from the vicious invader. Baakar steadied himself and
turned Syrell’s shoulder to the hissing monster. Baakar released
his crossbow into the beast’s neck, slowing the snow-beast. Baakar
tossed his crossbow to the snow, grabbed his longbow, and began to
fire at the beasts without pause.

Behind the Yaakriders, Balyar and several other citizen-bowmen,
pummeled the three snow-beasts with a hail of arrows. The beasts
hesitated, yelled, and fled into the snowy night.

Quintar turned to the south. Through blowing snow, he noticed a
pale glow surrounding the storehouses. He heard shouting men and
grunting beasts in the distance.

Quintar hollered, “Baakar, see to Orlo. You men, hold your
positions.”

Quintar urged Shila toward the storehouses.

**********

Kristren watched in horror from the storehouse’s roof as the
snow-beasts penetrated the courtyard’s fence. Three of the monsters
jumped through the gap, and a dozen or so Yaakraya surged forward
to confront them.

A furious battle raged.

Kristren raised his longbow, attempting to pick a target, but
the storm disrupted his vision. Moments later, two Yaakraya lay
lifeless on the snow. A heartbeat later, two more Ordai sprung
through the fence and into the courtyard.

Kristren watched Lenna urge Anderro forward to confront one of
the snow-beasts. Lenna unload his crossbow into the beast’s ugly
head. The Ordai reared back, stunned. Lenna used his longbow to
send an arrow into the beast’s neck. The snow-beast retreated,
bloodied, yet undaunted.

Once again, Kristren tried to mark a target, but the scene was
too confusing: the Yaak and the Ordai were both covered from head
to foot with snow and white fur, and he couldn’t tell the creatures
apart. Entya held Stebba steadfast on the drifts below the young
rancher.

Suddenly, a snow beast leaped from the battle, confronting
Stebba. From the rooftop, Kristren released two arrows in rapid
succession, but the Ordai didn’t slow.

Stebba slashed at the beast while Entya hung on. The Ordai
lashed out, lifting Entya out of his harness. The beast roared,
tossing the young Yaakman headfirst into the snow.

Entya lay motionless.

Kristren screamed and leaped from the roof.

Anderro and Lenna surged forward. “No!” Lenna cried. “Go back to
the rooftop. It’s not safe out here.” Lenna sent an arrow into the
snow-beast, desperately trying to distract monster from the young
rancher.

Kristren, oblivious to the surrounding dangers, struggled
through the snow to Entya.

Entya wiped his bloody nose; his eyes glazed. He muttered. “Get
back, Go back…”

Without hesitation, Kristren grabbed Entya’s heavy crossbow
while Stebba thrashed at the snow-beast standing just a few meters
before her. Luckily, the weapon remained cocked.

Suddenly, the snow-beast pushed the Yaak aside, preparing to
leap onto defenseless Entya. Kristren pulled the crossbow to his
neck, and buried an arrow in the beast’s dark eye. The Ordai reared
back, screaming. The massive beast thrashed around attempting to
brush the arrow from its hideous face.

Kristren took Entya’s longbow, aimed, and fired again. The arrow
disappeared inside the beast’s wide nostril.

The snow-beast twitched for a heartbeat, before collapsing on
the ground.

**********

Lenna looked on in stunned disbelief. If the beast had gotten by
the boy, the storehouse would probably have been lost. And then he
would have been flanked by two of the creatures, and likely killed.
The young rancher had just saved them all.

But, the battle raged around him, and Lenna had little time to
think. He turned Anderro to face the other snow-beasts.

Just then, Shila and Quintar emerged through the fence behind
the giant combatants. Quintar raised his crossbow, firing into the
neck of the nearest snow-beast.

Distracted, the creature turned. A bloodied Yaakraya lashed out
and slashed the snow-beast’s throat. The Ordai rolled to the ground
in agony, green blood gushing from its wound. Swiftly, Lenna
released an arrow into the Ordai’s nose and deep into its brain.
The beast dropped to the snow.

The Yaak flanked the three remaining snow-beasts. The Ordai
fought viciously, but the Yaak-beasts eventually backed the brutal
monsters to the fence.

Lashing out one last time and yelling hideously, the bloodied
snow-creatures slashed through the fence, retreating into the
shadowy night.

 

Lenna trained his eyes on the snowy forest. He inhaled deeply.
Within moments, the courtyard quieted. Lenna heard only the sounds
of shifting snows.

Lenna jumped off Anderro. He and Kristren helped Entya to his
feet.

“Healer!” Lenna screamed. “Healer!”

Kristren wiped blood from Entya’s face. “I will never forget
what you did tonight,” the dazed Yaakman said to the young rancher.
“Norelda and I will be forever in your debt.”

“All I want is for you to recover quickly, friend Entya,”
Kristren replied. “And when spring arrives, I wish you recommend me
as an apprentice Yaakrider of Tyrie.”

Lenna grinned wryly, and shook his head.




CHAPTER  17

 

Porrias sat silently in Tyrie’s Hall of Commerce slowly
fidgeting with his tunic’s buttons. Eight grim-faced Yaakmen sat
before him. Abruptly, the door opened with a creak, and Porrias
exhaled. Carathis entered followed by his second-in-command,
Hassen. Carathis’s eyes sliced Porrias like a knife.

The Supreme Yaakleader took his seat at the table’s head. He
began with a wave of his hand. “This is Porrias, a scribe of
Druiden’s order who has come to Tyrie at the bequest of Master
Druiden to discuss with us the snow-beast’s nature. Listen closely
Yaakriders, for this young man may provide vital clues on how we
may combat the creatures.”

Porrias rose slowly, glancing around the room. “Gentlemen, the
great volumes in Adair’s Academy of Knowledge assert that the Ordai
emerge during the last cycles of our most severe winters. At last
fall’s Council of Representatives, the aged merchant Dumas spoke of
witnessing the snow-beasts in his youth, thus confirming the
beast’s last appearance twelve winters ago. Many of our tales and
lore speak of a twelve-year cycle of eleven average winters
followed by a longer, more severe winter. I theorize that the Ordai
likely emerge every twelfth year.”

“Why haven’t we seen the snow-beasts during other winters?”
Hassen asked. “Some have been colder than most. And where do the
creatures dwell during spring, summer, and fall?”

Porrias shook his head. “Nobody’s certain, good Yaakleader. But
I’m convinced the Ordai live and thrive in the far north, beyond
our valley. Our scholars believe the snow never melts in these
unexplored regions, allowing the creatures to forage in cold
weather, year-round. I speculate the Ordai have adapted to the
harsh northern environment and shun warm weather; they roam freely,
hunting for food wherever it can be found, so long as the weather
remains sufficiently cold.”

Another Yaakleader asked, “Then why don’t we see the snow-beasts
every winter? Why do they only come during our coldest?”

“That’s a more complicated question.” The young Adairian held
out both fists at arm’s length. “Our sun strikes our planet like
this.” Porrias moved his left fist over his right. “During the
winter, our planet tilts, and the sun strikes away from us, a bit
to the south. During summer, the sun strikes toward the north, thus
warming our days. Our Astronomer-scholars believe Alberon and
Ellini pull and tug our planet in such a way that they exaggerate
this tilt every twelve years, resulting in a longer winter. I
believe we are now in the midst of a long winter cycle, and as a
consequence, the Ordai are compelled to wonder farther south to
find a steady supply of food.”

Murmurs filled the room.

Carathis nodded. “What of the snow-beast’s themselves, Porrias?
What nature of creature are they?”

“The Ordai are kin to the Yaak. They share many traits including
size and weight, yet there are some key differences: The Ordai are
quadrupeds, using all four limbs for mobility. They also consume
both plants and meats, and they have fierce dispositions; the
latter, I speculate, a consequence of being a meat-eater. They are
closer kin to Pinthra in some ways.”

“Do they have vulnerabilities we can exploit?” Hassen asked.

“Unfortunately, the volumes speak of none. Although most all
attacks noted came under the cover of great storms and
darkness.”

Hassen scowled. “Do they fear attacking us in daylight? Perhaps
they are timid? Maybe they can be frightened away.”

Carathis responded: “Our forefathers tell of the snow-beast’s
aggressiveness and doggedness. Creatures such as these are unlikely
to be scared off once driven to madness by hunger.”

Carathis turned to Porrias. “Young scribe, did the volumes speak
of how our great-grandfathers fought the beasts?”

“Sadly, the books do not say, although I believe many citizens
fled the outlaying areas, congregating within the settlement of
Tyrie during the last invasion. There are stories of fierce battles
with the snow-beasts throughout the lands of Tyrie, yet no accounts
of victories over the beasts.”

“Is there nothing we can do?” Hassen asked. “Are we to cower in
our homesteads until the snow-beasts decide to leave?

“The Yaak appear to be our best resource,” Porrias replied. “The
Yaakbeasts have no other known enemies, yet appear to have
maintained a natural defensive response—a trait, I presume, they
have retained to fight the snow-beasts.”

The Yaakleaders talked among themselves. Porrias bowed and took
his seat.

Hassen leaned back, crossing his arms. “Carathis, we cannot
allow the monsters to run unimpeded, our storehouses will be
overrun.”

“Foremost,” Carathis said. “We must devise a plan to keep the
intruders from our food stores and our citizens. Perhaps the
creatures cannot be conquered, only repelled. Apparently, the
Yaakraya will be a valuable ally; although I feel brave men with
bows will also be necessary. And remember, Yaakmen, the Ordai are
meat-eaters like Pinthra, only larger and fiercer. Any creature
driven by hunger is most dangerous.”

Carathis dismissed the men, and they filed from the room still
talking amongst themselves.

Carathis pulled Porrias aside. “I have one more favor to ask of
you, young scribe. The Lady Zahra has invited you to visit her home
after this meeting. Zahra is the granddaughter of the late
councilman Dumas.”

“Me?”

“I cannot say why she wishes to speak to you, yet she was
persistent.” Carathis paused, shaking his head. “Alas, it appears
she has inherited her grandfather’s powers of persuasion.” 
Carathis grinned. “I’ll take you to her, if you wish.”

 

Porrias and Carathis labored through Tyrie’s snowy streets,
discussing Porrias’s research and events in Adair. Porrias was
surprised by the Yaakleader’s intelligence, and his knowledge of
science and education.

They turned a corner, arriving at a row of large homesteads
constructed on the city’s lower edge. Carathis approached one of
the homes, and banged on its ornately carved doorway.

A few moments passed before a middle-aged woman answered. She
looked the men over. “Master Carathis… And you must be the Adairian
Porrias.”

Porrias nodded curtly.

Carathis bowed. “Lady Zahra.”

“Thank you for leading Porrias here. Grandfather would have
appreciated your act of kindness. Come in, young scribe. Come in
out of the cold.”

Carathis nodded, turning back to the street.

 

Porrias sat quietly while the lady served Sequippa tea in a
fancy decanter. He gazed around the enormous room, noting the
crafted furniture and lavish artwork. Still, the lady’s hospitality
baffled him.

Zahra poured herself some tea and sat beside him. “First, I want
to thank you for taking time to visit our home. My husband and I
have been trying to locate you since my grandfather’s passing. I
realize the snow-monsters are a pressing concern to all.”

“The pleasure is mine, Lady Zahra, although I’m puzzled by your
invitation. Dumas was famous throughout the lands, yet I must
confess, I met him only once, and spoke to him only briefly.”

Zahra smiled. “You may underestimate your noteworthiness, good
scribe.” She handed Porrias a page of parchment. “This is part of
my grandfather’s will, written just before his death. Here, he
describes your inheritance.”

Porrias jaw dropped. “My lady, I can’t take… I hardly knew
Dumas… Are you sure I am the one for which your grandfather
speaks?”

Zahra smiled and nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. Are you not the young
Adairian scribe who accompanied the noble Druiden to last fall’s
Council of Representatives?”

“Yes, but…”

Zahra laughed. “Well, before you begin dreaming of riches beyond
your imagination, let me show you what you inherited.”

 

Zahra led Porrias through the house and up a staircase. She
pushed open a heavy door, guiding the Adairian inside under a
single lamp’s light. A cool draft brushed Porrias’s face. He
noticed a thin layer of dust atop a vacant fireplace recessed into
the far wall.

Zahra waved her hand. “This is my grandfather’s study. Dumas was
a very private man, and even family members were forbidden to enter
this room without him. Consider yourself privileged, young
man.”

Zahra offered Porrias a folded note and a metal key. “And this
is your inheritance. I hope you are not disappointed… ”

Porrias paused. Cautiously, he accepted the paper, and broke its
seal.

 

Young Adairian Scribe Porrias:

My time is running short; therefore I’m offering you what
remains of my private library. Some of the books may prove to be of
no value, yet some may provide some keen insights into our storied
history. It’s up to you, young man. Use it wisely! I wish you well
in your explorations next spring. Choose a party well! There may be
many dangers beyond this valley.

Dumas

 

Porrias glanced around the room. He noticed a tall enclosed
bookshelf braced against the nearest wall. He turned the key in the
bookshelf’s lock, and the cabinet creaked open. Before him, lay
scores of books: some large, some small, some tattered.

He blew off the dust.

**********

“Wake, all Yaakriders, wake!” A cry came in the middle of the
night. Clang… Clang… Clang… the bell rang. “Wake!”

Carathis jumped from his bed, and pulled on his boots.
Hurriedly, he slipped on his coat, and grabbed his scarf and
gloves.

“Wake, Yaakriders.” Clang… Clang…

Carathis stepped into the corridor of the Yaakrider’s barracks.
Riders scurried about bundling themselves and inventorying their
weapons. The Supreme Yaakleader pushed through. “What’s going on
here?”

Three Yaakleaders stood before him in snow-caked coats. Hassen
spoke first: “We fear the West Meadows is under attack. We haven’t
seen the snow-beasts, but the Yaakraya are readying for battle. The
females are also restless, wondering just beyond the storehouses.
I’ve sent word to the Storemaster and the scribe Porrias.”

“Good… and the weather?”

Zielonis shook his head. “The storm worsens. The winds are
fierce.”

Calmly, Carathis slipped his hood over his head and gloves over
his hands. “Zielonis, take the Yaakriders under your command and
stand ready to defend the storehouses. Learma, Hassen, and I will
go to the Meadows. I want bonfires around the Meadows and
storehouses. The snow-beasts favor the cover of darkness and
blowing snow. I want these areas brightly lit.”

Hassen nodded. “We will do as you command.” The Yaakleaders
turned, exiting the barracks into the blustery night.

Carathis thought for a moment about his daughter Westra, now
under Zielonis’s command. How he wished he could see her one last
time before facing this danger. Yet he dared not play favorites;
Westra had to be treated as any other Yaakrider. Besides, Westra
can take care of herself; she’s an expert markswoman and as tough
as any Yaakman.

Carathis smirked, pulling his scarf around his neck and over his
face. He inhaled deeply, and then followed the other Yaakleaders
into the blizzard.

 

Carathis found Adema waiting near the barracks. Hurriedly, he
climbed upon her snow-caked back. The other Yaakriders found their
companions wondering near the storehouses. Great fires sprang forth
in the night.

Carathis caught Hassen’s eye. “To the West Meadows!” the Supreme
Yaakleader hollered.

The army of Yaak trudged through the murky forest, and upwards
toward the Yaak colony. The snow fell in thick patches, and the
wind howled like a wounded animal.

They arrived at an area cleared of trees. Huge piles of firewood
lay next to firepits, spaced thirty meters apart in a semi-circle,
bowing outward toward the wilderness. Several Yaakmen, carrying
torches, leaped off their Yaak; hurriedly they lit the
bonfires.

Carathis struggled to see through the veil of whiteness. He
urged Adema closer to the Yaakraya that were standing vigil near
the fires. Carathis noticed huge, bleeding claws jutted from the
creature’s hands, and their eyes and snouts dripping blood. The
Yaakraya stood like giant, hairy statues facing the wilderness.

**********

Porrias warmed his hands and feet in the Storemaster’s cabin. It
had been many hours since Porrias was awakened and summoned to the
area high above the settlement, and every so often, both he and
Olaythe returned to the cabin to get relief from the gripping
cold.

Porrias spent his breaks writing down all he observed of the
Yaakmen and the defenses around the city. He also noted the
temperament of the Yaak, and how they prepared for battle. Olaythe
paced back and forth shaking his head and peering through the
cabin’s door.

After the two men warmed, they bundled up again, returning to
the stormy night. In their gloved hands, they held forth torches to
lead their way through the darkness.

As the storm raged, Porrias saw several Yaak and their riders
patrolling between the bonfires and around the buildings. He also
witnessed a handful of Yaakraya sniffing at the forest’s edge.
Still, he saw only distraught Yaak, and no solid evidence of
Ordai.

Porrias reasoned the legendary snow-creatures roamed just a few
hundred meters away, concealed in the woodland’s shadows. Why
didn’t they move against the storehouses, or the meadows? Were they
intelligent enough to evaluate their enemies, and coordinate their
attacks?

Porrias shuddered, bundling up against the wailing wind.

**********

Adema took shelter beneath a grove of Sohla as the snow and wind
pounded the high clearing without pause. Carathis pushed close to
the creature, drawing what heat he could from her massive body.
Twenty Yaakmen and their companions maintained sentry, and the same
number of Yaakraya clomped through the snowdrifts.

Suddenly, Carathis heard a muffled cry from the shadowy forest
just beyond the bonfires. He removed his scarf, listening closer.
The cry’s pitch began high and grating, and then fell to a
gut-wrenching, guttural roar. Carathis had never heard such a noise
from a creature of the wild, and he froze in horror. His heart
racing, he brushed snow from his coat, and readied his longbow.

A second bellow boomed from the darkness, and then more horrible
calls. The huge Yaakraya stood motionless for a moment, and then
suddenly surged past the bonfires, and into the shadows.

The female Yaak with their riders plodded cautiously into the
wind-swept clearing. Carathis raised his hand, and turned to
Hassen. Carathis heard a commotion in the darkness. He listened to
groans of Yaakraya mixed with the snow-beast’s horrible yells.
Carathis struggled to see the battle, but the blizzard and the
night drew a dark veil around him.

Suddenly, Carathis caught sight of three Yaakraya retreating
from the shadows, and into the firelight. Blood stained their white
coats. One of the Yaakraya stumbled, and a huge form leaped from
the darkness, knocking the injured giant to the snow. Still,
another snow-beast jumped out, squaring off against the other
bloodied Yaakraya.

The Yaak and their riders swept forward into the chaotic melee.
Hassen’s Yaak arrived first into battle, slashing furiously at the
snow-beast that was mauling the Yaakraya. Hassen unloaded an arrow
into the monster. The snow-beast hissed turning to confront the new
defenders, leaving the wounded Yaakraya on the ground.

Arrows whirred everywhere.

An arrow struck one of the Ordai’s vacant eyes. With huge paws,
it thrashed at its bleeding wound. The creature appeared more
annoyed than hurt, and continued to battle fiercely.

“The eyes!” Carathis cried. “Aim for the eyes. A blind creature
cannot defend itself.”

The snow-beasts visible in the meadow kept up their attack
against the Yaakmen and the Yaak. The Yaakraya slashed at the
invaders with razor sharp claws. The Yaakmen defended themselves
with a barrage of arrows.

Carathis reasoned the snow-beasts were clearly on the defensive,
yet although mismatched, still held their ground with vicious
doggedness. Carathis listened to an immense battle in the darkness
beyond the fluttering bonfires, but he was unsure who was winning
the war.

Suddenly, more bloodied forms jumped backwards into the
bonfire’s light.

The Meadows was complete pandemonium— Yaak, Yaakraya, and
Yaakmen swirled with several thrashing snow-beasts. Carathis knew
several snow-beasts were in the Yaakrider’s midst, yet couldn’t
count how many, nor could he mark any targets.

 

All at once, three Ordai bounded toward Adema and Carathis.
Hassen yelled a warning, and Adema swung around to confront her
attackers. Carathis grabbed for more arrows, but the beasts surged
straight past him. Four or five other snow-beasts jumped past the
other Yaakriders, and into a grove of Sohlas behind them, and to
the east.

Carathis swung around, glancing toward Hassen. Hassen removed
his scarf, shaking his head. Hassen urged his Yaak back to the
battle.

Still, another three or four snow-beasts fought the Yaakraya and
the Yaakmen in the meadow. The Yaakriders forced the remaining
Ordai back to the bonfires. Some of the Yaakriders cheered as the
creatures scattered.

“To the storehouses,” Carathis ordered. “The creatures are
trying to divide us. The storehouses are what they’re after
now.”

**********

Westra gazed toward the grove of trees above Tyrie’s
storehouses. Horrible yells and screams echoed in the dark woods to
the west.

Her heart sank when she thought of her brave father fighting the
snow-beasts near the Yaak colony, and she did her best to resist
urging her Yaak up to the Meadows to help. But Westra’s orders were
clear: she was to hold her ground— the storehouses were more
important to Tyrie than the mighty Carathis himself.  Yet,
he’s still my father… .

Through the relentless snowfall, she spotted Zielonis’s Yaak
squatting near the storehouses. The Yaakleader Learma and his
Yaakriders stationed themselves strategically over the bonfire-lit
field.

Learma’s Yaak trudged through the Yaakrider’s ranks. “Ready your
bows,” Learma ordered tersely. “Mark your targets. Don’t fire
unless you’re certain it’s the enemy. Mark your targets!”

Westra readied her longbow. Her hands shook.

Suddenly, several snow-beasts leaped from the forest. A
heartbeat later, a half-dozen Yaakraya surged forward to confront
them. Westra’s Yaak lumbered into the fray.

Westra marked her target. An arrow zipped into a snow-beast’s
eye. The creature paused long enough for a Yaakraya to take its
claw and slash the Ordai’s throat. Green blood splashed the snow,
and the invader fell, twitching.

Westra saw several snow-beasts leap from the darkness,
scattering between the fires. More Yaakraya tramped out to meet
them. The Yaakriders followed with bows drawn. Arrows whirred
everywhere.

Four more snow-beasts jumped from the woods toward the
Yaakriders. Westra watched in horror as a monster slashed at a
Yaakrider, knocking him from his harness. The Yaakman lay on the
snow, dazed. The Ordai swiped, severing the man’s head. Westra
looked away, gagging.

Three of the invaders reached the first storehouse. Deflecting
arrows, the snow-beasts ripped planks from the building, tossing
beams to the snow.

Two Yaakraya arrived in time to confront the thieves. The
combatants slashed at each other in a grizzly battle. Fur and blood
stained the snowdrifts and the building.

Westra and Zielonis approached the storehouse, continuing to
rain arrows upon the monsters. Several more Yaakriders arrived
moments later. The snow-beasts pushed the defenders back. A handful
of Yaak lay writhing on the snow.

 Westra turned, noticing two bundled figures sheltered in a
nearby grove of Sohlas. The Storemaster Olaythe and the
Adairian scribe Porrias, she thought. Porrias pointed to
another storehouse, now being ripped apart by Ordai. Both
Storemaster and scribe waved frantically.

“The other storehouse!” Olaythe cried to the wind. “The other
storehouse!”

Westra urged her Yaak to confront the snow-beast that was
dismantling the second storehouse. She released two arrows into the
Ordai, and the beast turned. Locking its hideous eyes on the
Yaakwoman, the snow-beast reared back and released a horrific roar.
Westra shook with fear. Suddenly, two Yaakraya came to Westra’s
rescue, and the snow-beast backed down. Westra reached into her
quiver, yet felt only four more arrows.

The battle raged, but Westra sensed they were losing ground.
Three of the giant Yaak lay in ghastly heaps, and several
Yaakriders lay wounded on the snow. Westra feared the riders
trampled in the confusion of battle. The Storehouses of Tyrie
were about to be lost.

Just then, Westra spotted huge, shadowy white forms, looming
opposite the sputtering fires. Her heart sank. Suddenly, they burst
into view— dozens of huge Yaakraya followed by a group of Yaak
bearing Yaakriders.

“Carathis!” she cried.

**********

Carathis and the Yaakriders surrounded the snow-beasts on three
sides. Scores of arrows filled the air.

The snow-beasts slashed and gnawed at the defenders with
ferocity beyond Carathis’s reasoning. Carathis ordered the
Yaakriders to advance.

“Show no mercy,” the Supreme Yaakleader ordered.

The Yaakraya outnumbered the Ordai four to one, and they tore
into the intruders without pause. Three of the snow-beasts lay
dying on the snow. The remaining six or seven snow-beasts now
defended an area of forty or fifty meters.

Abruptly, the beasts roared and scattered, yet still battling
fiercely. The Ordai rushed toward the encircling defenders
attempting to flee. Several monsters broke through, leaping into
the forest. The Yaakraya, in one final burst of viciousness, struck
down two of the snowbeasts as they tried to escape.

Without warning, a snow-beast confronted Adema. Carathis yelled,
but Adema could not turn fast enough. The snow-beast reared up and
thrashed at the Supreme Yaakleader, sinking its claw into
Carathis’s side. The Ordai lifted the helpless Yaakleader out of
his harness, and then flung him to the snow like a child’s
doll.

He heard Westra scream.

Carathis felt unbearable pain. Dazed, he looked up.

The snow-beast lunged at him. Carathis glimpsed a cold, lifeless
eye at arm's reach, and then a cruel fang flashed above his knee.
He heard a horrible crunch, and his world spun.

He perceived movement, but the pain was too much. His vision
blurred.

Next, he recognized his daughter teary face.

“Father—”

“Westra, I think my leg is broken, I can’t—”

“Stay still!” she commanded, sobbing.

Carathis leaned up and peered across his bloodied torso toward
his left knee. The leg was gone. He passed out.




CHAPTER 18

 

Blue skies and bright sunshine beat down upon Shila’s shaggy
frame as she plodded southwest atop Lake Norelda’s sculpted
snowdrifts. Over a cycle had passed since the last snow-beast
attack and the Yaakriders found no recent signs of the deadly
creatures. Still, Quintar was reluctant to leave Norelda
defenseless until the settlement’s safety was assured.

Quintar was certain the coldest of winter had passed and the
weather had finally turned, and spirits in the besieged settlement
lifted slowly. Yet the Yaakmen had been in Norelda for almost three
cycles, and all were eager to return to Tyrie.

Quintar recalled sadly the days following Orlo’s death, his
funeral pyre, and the hundreds of Noreldans who stood in the cold
paying tribute to the man who gave his life so valiantly defending
their settlement. He also remembered the burning of the slain Yaak,
and how proud he was of the townspeople who voiced a new respect
for the beasts. Even the trappers bowed their heads, marveling at
the bravery of the Yaak-beasts of Tyrie.

But, the memory was fleeting, and the Ordai had not been seen
since that fateful night. Quintar reasoned that the creatures had
left the Valley of Norelda, withdrawing to wherever they came
from.

Quintar urged Shila to halt amid the icy and desolate plain. He
leaped into the snow, scanning the high, snow-bound mountains to
the north.

“What do you think, Shila?”

Shila stood unperturbed.

Quintar patted the Yaak’s hip. “I agree. It’s time to go
home.”

Quintar pulled himself back into Shila’s harness and urged her
northeast, and back toward Norelda’s settlement.

 

Dozens of Noreldans gathered before Shentar’s Inn on the day the
Yaakmen prepared to leave Norelda. Samael and his boys stood in the
street beside the trapper Tharmstron. Samael hugged each of the
Yaakmen, bidding them a good journey. Tharmstron also clasped each
of their hands, offering thanks.

Balyar shook each of the Yaakrider’s hands, praising them for
their bravery while facing such horrendous dangers.

Kristren approached Entya with lowered eyes. “So this is
it?”

“I’m afraid it is,” Entya replied. “Yet you have nothing to be
sad about, good fellow. You are as much a hero as any of us.
Without you, the battle against the snow-beasts would have gone
much worse. Your bravery saved at least one life, perhaps many. I
will be forever in your debt.”

“Please do not forget my request, Entya.”

“I won’t forget, and I hope your dream comes true. But remember
your obligations to your family. Presently, they need you more than
ever.”

Kristren smiled faintly. “I know.”

“Good luck, young rancher. I’ll return before spring.”

“I look forward to your visits.”

 

The four Yaakmen strode to the storehouses carrying their packs,
supplies, and weapons. Quintar and Lenna greeted Halyain and his
men.

Halyain grasped Quintar’s shoulder. “You and your men are owed a
great debt— a debt, we can never fully repay.” He handed Quintar a
leather pouch. “These are orders for the next five Yaakruns. All
guaranteed by the Noreldan merchants.”

Quintar nodded.

“The Yaak-beasts have been assembled and await your command. Yet
we are puzzled why only four females were present.”

Lenna, upon overhearing Halyain’s words, dashed toward the
awaiting Yaakbeasts. Quintar excused himself and followed.

Quintar inventoried the beasts. He recognized Shila, Syrell,
Stebba, and Jymar. But Anderro was not at hand. Quintar smiled.

Lenna glanced around the field. Finally, he sighed. “Good luck,
my friend, wherever you are.”

Baakar and Entya arrived at the gathering area, laughing.

“So you two think this is humorous,” Lenna said. “Then who of
you wish to carry me to Tyrie?”

Quintar scratched his head. “Perhaps Jymar will accept you. The
trip to Tyrie will be long indeed, if you and I are saddled
together on Shila.”

Lenna approached Jymar slowly. Gently, he patted her thigh.
Unhurriedly, the Yaak lowered, allowing Lenna to attach his
harness. Lenna tied his pack to Jymar’s back, and climbed atop her
back. Jymar rose to full height.

Quintar climbed atop Shila, urging her forward. “Back to Tyrie!”
he cried.

**********

Carathis awoke in the Healer’s ward not certain whether noon had
passed. That Healer’s evil potion is making me soft and
lazy, he thought. Soon I’ll sleep the entire day. I must
get out of this bed, or risk madness.

He looked below his hip to where his right leg should have been,
and sighed. He seized a water pitcher and flung it against the
wall. Water and shards spattered everywhere.

A Healer peeked inside the door. “Is everything alright, Master
Carathis?”

“Everything’s just fine. Get me more water.”

The Healer nodded, turning from the doorway. Quintar stood in
the Healer’s place.

Carathis leaned forward. “Quintar! When did you return?”

Quintar stepped inside. “Three days ago.”

“Three days! And only now do you see the Supreme Yaakleader?”
Carathis crossed his arms.

“The Healers told me to allow you rest and—”

“Since when do the Healers command Yaakriders?”

“When Yaakmen are patients.”

Carathis scratched his nose. The Healer entered and replaced the
water pitcher. He collected the broken jug’s shards, shook his
head, and exited the room hastily.

Quintar smirked.

Carathis pulled his blanket over his right thigh. “So tell me of
Norelda. I assume Lenna, Orlo, and Baakar arrived safely?”

Quintar sat beside the bed, recounting everything that had
happened since he dispatched Lenna to Tyrie after the first attack
on the Noreldan storehouses. He described the desperate plight of
the Noreldans, the lack of food and crowded living conditions.
Quintar beamed while speaking of Lenna’s triumphant return to
Norelda.

“Lenna is a hero to the northern settlement,” Quintar said
proudly.

Carathis lay silent.

Quintar told of the preparations made to defend Norelda, and the
heavy crossbow invented by Baakar. He described in detail, the
attack on the settlement, and the fall of Orlo.

Carathis’s heart sank. “A fine, brave Yaakman. Our guild has
suffered greatly these past dreaded cycles.”

Quintar described the heroics of the young rancher who
single-handedly slaughtered a snow-beast. “A turning point in the
battle,” he said with amazement.

Carathis’s eyes widened. “A tale that will be told for years.”
He smirked. “So the son of Balyar has discovered a way to kill the
Ordai with a single arrow?” He shook his head.

Quintar grinned. “Apparently, the soft tissue inside the beast’s
nostril provides an easy passage into its brain.”

“That is something to be scribed and passed on to future
generations,” Carathis said. “The more we learn about the
snow-beasts, the better prepared our descendants will be in future
winters. You must report this to the Adairian scribe Porrias. I’m
told he’ll be in Tyrie for another half-cycle.”

“Yesterday, I spent the entire afternoon with Porrias. He wanted
to know every detail of our ordeal.”

Carathis nodded. “Good.”

Quintar described the burning of Orlo’s body, and the Yaak and
Ordai slain in battle. He also told of patrolling the areas
surrounding Norelda, and the eventual departure of the snow-beasts.
Finally, he spoke of Anderro’s abrupt exit, and Lenna’s acceptance
by Jymar.

Carathis grinned. “Anderro is a fine beast. This will be my
fourth birthing since becoming Yaakleader. It is said when a
Yaakrider’s companion gives birth, its rider will experience great
fortune during the coming year.”

Quintar nodded. “And I too have heard tales of Carathis’s
courageous stand at Tyrie’s storehouses; truly the makings of
legend.”

“We were lucky to survive. We lost two fine Yaakriders and many
Yaak, and ended up with a crippled Yaakleader. That’s the glory I
remember.”

“The storehouses were saved…”

Carathis waved his hand dismissively. “You have done an
admirable job, Quintar. And you will certainly be missed when you
go off this spring into the wilderness. You have this right, and it
is your decision to make. Yet your absence will be certainly ill
timed! Now our guild will be short Yaakleaders and I’ve thought
hard of retirement.” Carathis peeked down at his missing leg.

“Carathis, you are still the equal of any two Yaakriders, even
with one leg. Any of us would follow you over the falls of
Rhavha.”

“I’ll defer my decision until I’m well enough to ride, and I’m
off these dreaded potions these Healers have conjured.”

Carathis pulled himself up in bed. “I am also appointing you to
replace Arrol as third in command behind Hassen. Hassen is a good
Yaakleader and will make a fair Supreme Yaakleader, but he has many
seasons behind him, and will not remain leader for long. He and I
have discussed this openly.”

“Quintar,” Carathis continued, his eyes blazing. “You are the
one I have chosen; you are destined to lead Tyrie’s
Yaakriders.”

Quintar paused, and then lowered his eyes. “I’m honored… ”

Carathis’s eyelids began to droop. “Good, now leave me alone.
Those potions still course through my veins. I feel as though I’m
sleeping my life away. Dreaded Healers… ”

Quintar exited the room, pulling the door closed behind him.

**********

Under flickering candlelight, Porrias sat alone in a room
adjoining Adair’s Academy of Knowledge, patiently waiting for the
ink to dry on the final volume of his recording of events during
the last ten cycles in Tyrie and Norelda.

He glanced toward the two-meter high stack of old texts
bequeathed by the old merchant Dumas, and sighed. Porrias had
already looked over most of the books during his stay in Tyrie, but
several newer volumes remained to be examined.

The books appeared to be routine accounting and census reports,
going back close to twenty years, or ten generations, he
calculated. Porrias extracted some new information, yet nothing
startling. Most of the detailed texts were duplicates of records
already stored at the Academy.

Porrias wondered why several pages appeared to be missing, and
why areas on certain pages seemed altered. Porrias also pondered
why Dumas hoarded all these volumes for all these years, and why he
didn’t turn them over before his death? There seemed to be nothing
special in these records.

Porrias picked up one of the newer books, and opened its leather
cover. The book began with an accounting of a typical Tyrinian
summer: the tons of grains harvested, Mathran wool produced, fish
brought to market, and so on.

He yawned.

The book went on to describe various contracts drawn up between
the merchants of Tyrie, Adair, and Norelda. Dumas’s own name caught
Porrias’s attention.

Porrias rubbed his eyes, and read onward. The volume described
Dumas as an ambitious young man, notable for mediating trade
agreements, and creating a code of ethics among merchants.
Countless pages were devoted to meetings between the groups, and
the ensuing arguments before the pacts were ratified.

Unlike the older books, Porrias began to recognize some of the
names referenced, such as Druiden’s mentor, the Adairian educator
Barlow. He pondered: Did Dumas gather these books solely to
enhance his own legacy?

Porrias sighed and stretched. He began to fan the book’s
corners. The book fell open to a folded paper stuck in the binding.
Porrias unfolded the note, and began to read.

 

Sarvok Council – Year 24 YAD

Attending: Dumas, Barlow, Kudis, Gura, and Robison

Kudis reports that Tyrie’s purge is finally complete. There is
nothing to report from the Academy.

Gura reports that Norelda has purged all volumes containing the
banned references. Gura has requested to withdraw from future
councils. The remaining notes to be turned over to the council.
Barlow now asks that all notes be destroyed.

Council votes and agrees to motion.

Barlow brings up motion to disband council! (After five years,
council has outlived its usefulness? Knowledge remains with five
men, and four of them are aged.) No others should be granted
confidence and all remaining notes should be burned, including
notes on Sarvok Council.

Vote to disband council: 4 yea, 0 nay, 1 abstain.

The council is dissolved.

 

Porrias folded the note and closed the book. He slipped the note
into his pocket, and then gazed into the candle’s flames. Why
so many secrets? He asked himself. Five years of
mysterious meetings, but for what? To purge the libraries of Adair
and Tyrie of some kind of knowledge, or to conceal some kind of
medicine, or technology, or… .

The difficulties of pulling off this kind of conspiracy were
enormous— no cracks or leaks. It must have been vital to these men
to maintain dire secrecy.

Porrias blew out the candle and exited the room.

Porrias buttoned his coat slowly, and then strode into Adair’s
shadowy streets. He paused and watched his warm breath disappear
into the chill air. Bright Alberon shone directly overhead, and
stars shimmered beyond the moon’s golden halo.

He thought of Druiden’s imminent disappointment when he’s told
that the esteemed educator Barlow may have been a conspirator in a
plot to suppress some form of knowledge. Druiden spoke often and
proudly of Barlow’s open mindedness and understanding. Porrias only
imagined the shock when Druiden discovers that Barlow had allowed
parts of our history to be cleansed. But why?

Suddenly, Porrias felt a chill. Druiden!

Porrias shook his head. No! Never!

Porrias glanced back at the Academy of Knowledge, its very
existence owed to Druiden’s sheer determination and strong will.
Could Druiden have known all along?

For a moment, he felt lost. No, he felt betrayed.

Porrias thought of his own personal oath— an oath administered
by Druiden himself— to pursue truth and knowledge. And to conceal
such knowledge would be a crime against civilization.

The young scribe sighed, and looked upward. Long icicles hung
from the building’s sloped roof, reflecting Alberon’s rays as they
had for cycles of bitter cold. But, now moisture formed on their
glassy surface during the day, only to be refrozen during the
chilly night. Porrias pondered, Soon, even nighttime would not
halt springtime’s relentless approach.

Porrias reveled in thoughts of spring and the renewal it brought
Tyrie’s lands, yet he felt little joy in the task before him.

### End of Part 2 ###

 

PART 3:  BETRAYAL

 

CHAPTER  19

 

Northwest of the Great Confluence of Tyrie near the Ford of
Sarhelm, Entya huddled beneath a Yaakrider’s shelter twisting
chapped fingers over a sputtering fire. Unhurriedly, he raised his
head, peering outward over wilting snowdrifts pummeled by
wind-swept sleet. Beyond the riverbank, ice-laden water whooshed
past him beneath darkened skies.

Entya’s eyed his companion Stebba squatting motionless beneath a
nearby grove; her ice-caked coat glistened in the morning’s gloomy
radiance. The Yaakman smiled wryly, comforted by her presence.
Entya stirred a warm tin of gruel and shoved a spoonful between his
chapped lips. He shivered.

Noon approached and Entya noticed the sleet changing to icy
rain. A ghostly fog hovered over the slushy runoff, and the trees
sparkled with crackling ice. Entya clinched a packet of messages
bound in leather and engraved with Norelda’s emblem. An envelope
addressed to the young Noreldan rancher Kristren lay atop the
bundle. Entya ran his fingers along Carathis’s waxy seal, and then
dutifully crammed the letters into his backpack.

He pulled a blanket tight and dozed.

 

Entya awoke to a driving rain. He gazed downward along the rocky
riverbank, searching the swirling water for a jutting snow-capped
boulder that he’d used to judge the water’s advance. He noticed
only smooth current.

Urgently, he gathered up his equipment and snuffed out the fire.
He threw his pack across his shoulder, and called for Stebba. Entya
looked to the sky, but saw no relief from the pelting rain and
unending dreariness. He pulled himself into his harness, urging the
Yaak forward.

Stebba plodded down the bank, and into the swift water. Entya
held close while icy rain battered his face. Entya watched huge
chunks of ice slip past him, and then disappear downstream into a
southwest haze.

The river reached Stebba’s waist, and Entya lifted his legs to
avoid the frigid water. He felt the Yaak slowing as the water
deepened. Entya guessed they were three-quarters across the ford.
He sighed with relief.

Suddenly, Entya noticed the water level dropping. He glanced
upstream.

Stebba roared, and then surged forward.

Entya saw that the far shore lay only a hundred meters away. He
noticed the water beneath the Yaak still flowed placidly.

Ice jam! Entya’s head screamed.

“Stebba!”

Just then, the Yaakman heard a booming crack. A moment later, he
saw a wall of water rushing down the valley.

Stebba turned her back to the onrushing wave. The water whacked
the beast with incredible force. The water quickly rose to Stebba’s
shoulder, and she strained against the torrent. Entya shuddered at
its cold sting.

“Hold on,” he cried.

Entya saw a two-meter-wide slab of ice rushing towards them.

“Watch out!”

The ice cracked Stebba’s head. She tumbled.

Entya’s world disappeared. His legs numbed. Desperately, he
tried to release himself from his harness. He felt a sudden jolt as
Stebba slammed a boulder on the river’s bottom.

Entya saw nothing in the murky water swirling around him. He
felt his life slipping away.

Abruptly, they stopped tumbling. Entya felt the water’s steady
pressure across the Yaak’s back. Stebba’s feet barely gripped the
river’s rocky bottom. A moment later, she thrust her head and
shoulder above the water’s surface.

Entya gulped fresh air. He glanced around, noticing that they
were only ten or twelve steps from shore’s safety. Entya heard
Stebba groans as she struggled toward the river’s edge.

Stebba dragged herself from the river, climbing the riverbank to
the northern shore. The giant beast halted and shook violently,
releasing icy water from her frazzled coat. Entya held tight.

Entya noticed the river’s water was two meters higher then when
they began crossing just moments before. The ford was now
impassable, he reasoned.

The Yaakman reached up and inspected his pack; the messages and
his provisions remained secure. He sighed with relief.

Entya’s hands shook uncontrollably. His teeth chattered. “To the
forest,” he cried. “I must get to fire and dry clothes, or risk
death.”

The rain lessened to a drizzle.

Entya found a grove of Sohlas and leaped off Stebba’s sodden
back. He quickly started a fire and peeled off sopping clothes. He
huddled over the fire absorbing its warmth. Eventually his hands
stopped shaking.

Stebba rested beside him.

**********

Overlooking Tyrie’s confluence, Ruma stared through a fogged
window over abandoned farmland pounded by icy rain and overrun by
surging torrents. He shook his head.

“What’s wrong, father?” Hayden asked. “What worries you so?”

Ruma stroked his chin. “Behold how the small rivers have swelled
since dawn, my son. And now the streams have merged into a single
plain.”

“Yet the floodplains have long been abandoned. The farmers are
well beyond danger.”

“Perhaps… But there is still deep snow in the mountains, and I
fear the ice will melt far too quickly. The river may reach levels
unseen for generations.”

“Do you think even the lowlands vulnerable, father?”

Ruma’s lips tightened.

Hayden shook his head. “But those farmers did promise to
evacuate if the river threatened. Did they not?”

“These are proud men, Hayden. Their homesteads are fastened
together with their own blood and sweat. Some won’t abandon until
the last—”

An urgent rap came from the front door.

Marcura answered.

A man, sopping wet and huffing, stood in the doorway. Marcura
looked the man over. “Master Ansel. What brings you out on such a
dreadful day?”

Ansel gulped air. “Lady Marcura… Master Hayden…”

Ruma stepped forward. “What is it Ansel?”

Ansel brushed his rain-soaked hood. “The farms in the lowlands
are threatened, Master Ruma. Many families evacuated late last
night, but Roswog, Schutte, and Kossert refused to leave. The water
rose so swiftly this morning, they could not escape.”

“They were fools,” Hayden said.

Ansel’s voice quivered. “Now, they’re surrounded, and the water
deepens as we speak. I fear the floodwater will reach the cabins by
sundown. And by dawn, they’ll be swept away.” Ansel lowered his
head. “Master Ruma, there are eighteen men, women, and children in
those homesteads.”

Hayden crossed his arms. “They should have known—”

“Enough!” Ruma raised his hand. “Now is the time for action, not
recriminations.” Ruma stroked his chin. “How wide and deep is the
water surrounding the homesteads, Master Ansel?”

“The water is fifty meters wide and neck deep to a man. The
water flows strong and is littered with ice. By now, the water may
be deeper still.”

Ruma turned. “Hayden, go to Carathis. The Yaakriders of Tyrie
may be able to assist in the farmer’s rescue. Fly quickly! Many
lives may be spared if we act without delay.”

**********

Carathis rose from his seat, balancing awkwardly over a wooden
peg centered beneath his thigh. Quintar, Hassen, and Hayden stood
before him. Rainwater dripped to the Yaakrider’s Barracks
floor.

“How many Yaak are available?”

Quintar removed his hood. “Six, including Adema.”

“How many riders?”

“Five,” Hassen replied. “The others are assigned floodwatch, or
on leave.”

“Myself, Hassen, Lenna, Orvain, and Carathis,” Quintar said.

Carathis’s eyes blazed. “Do not mock me!”

Quintar and Hassen exchanged a quick glance. Carathis wavered
over his crutch.

“I’m not being disrespectful,” Quintar said calmly.

Carathis hissed. “What need is there for a cripple?”

“We need all available riders.”

“If you were in my condition, I’d command you the same.”

Quintar matched Carathis’s gaze. “Then who of the farmers do you
command we leave behind: The women, the men, or the children?”

Hayden and Hassen inched backward, wide-eyed.

Carathis’s waved his hand. “Grab as many harnesses as you can
find. We’re wasting time here. And prepare Adema.”

Carathis hobbled to the door, buttoning his canvass overcoat.
Quintar and Hassen exchanged glances.

“What part of my command don’t you understand? Get moving!”
Carathis opened the door, limping into driving rain.

 

Adema led the five Yaak across the muddied trail, her long coat
pelted relentlessly by waves of sleet and rain. Soon, the well-worn
path twisted downward, ending at a series of homesteads constructed
above the confluence’s plain. Carathis observed unimaginable
volumes of water flowing atop the once fertile farmlands,
stretching far to the north and east.

Carathis urged Adema to halt. He turned to Shila’s riders.
Wordlessly, Hayden pointed to the northeast, and then downward
toward the farmlands. The procession of Yaak pressed forward.

The land flattened as the Yaakriders approached the homesteads
on the lowland’s fringe. Carathis noticed a congregation of men and
women, huddling safely on shore above the cresting floodwater.

The farmers cheered uneasily when the Yaak arrived. Many
gestured toward the raging torrent. Carathis sensed restlessness,
mixed with fear, among the citizens.

Floodwater, about seventy-five meters wide, cut the land before
the Yaakriders. Carathis saw parts of fences, plows, and other
man-made objects, holding fast in the muddy water. Giant chunks of
ice and massive tree trunks tumbled past them.

Carathis noticed three homesteads amid the flow. Several bundled
figures clustered on the rooftop of the home nearest the shore.
Carathis noticed water invading the base of all three homes. The
farthest homestead began to buckle from the water’s force.

Hayden pulled himself from Shila and approached Carathis. A man
emerged from the crowd, following him.

“This is Ansel,” Hayden said. “This is the man who—”

“How many?” Carathis asked, peering downward from Adema’s
shoulder.

Ansel looked up, stunned. “Eighteen, Master Carathis: Five men,
three adult women, six children, and two infants.”

“Yaakriders, double harness the Yaak. Quintar, gather some rope
from these good people. Quickly! Time is our greatest enemy. We can
take the women and children on the first pass. We’ll return for the
men.”

The Yaakmen hurriedly fitted multiple harnesses on the Yaak.
Quintar gathered two coils of rope. He secured one coil around
Shila’s neck and the other to Adema. The four Yaakmen climbed upon
their soggy beasts.

Carathis urged Adema toward the floodwater. The rain pounded the
Supreme Yaakleader without mercy. The farthest homestead splintered
before Carathis’s eyes. The building’s wooden structure
disintegrated, leaving only its stone foundation.

Adema groaned and entered the frigid water. Carathis felt the
current’s force against the Yaak’s stocky legs. Adema slogged
forward, dodging huge ice-chunks. Carathis sensed the Yaak
struggling to find a firm foothold in the loose soil. Shila,
Anderro, and the other beasts entered the floodwater in single
file, a few meters behind Adema.

Carathis noticed an uprooted tree tumbling in the flow.
Promptly, he tugged Adema’s hair getting her attention. Adema
slowed as the trunk rushed toward her. The tree sped past the Yaak,
tumbling down the river, and out of Carathis’s sight.

The water pressed against Adema’s waist. A piece of ice struck
the Yaak’s hip, yet she maintained her balance. Carathis couldn’t
see if Adema was injured or bleeding, yet she labored onward. Muddy
water splashed Carathis’s coat.

Adema reached the closest homestead. With great effort, she
slogged to the home’s leeward side. The Yaak stuck her neck to the
roof’s base. The three adult men slid to the gutter’s edge while
the women and children held fast to the chimney on the roof’s
summit.

“You’re a welcome sight, good Yaakman,” said Roswog, grabbing
hold of Adema’s hairy head.

Carathis removed his hood.

“Carathis!” The three men gasped in unison.

Carathis heard a loud crack. He turned in time to see the second
homestead’s wall crumble, and its roof collapse. Splintered wood
whooshed away in the current. “There’s little time. We can take the
women and children, but there’ll be room for just one of you men.
Two of you must wait for my return. Choose quickly.”

Roswog and Schutte looked at each other, and nodded.

“Kossert,” Roswog said. “He’s the youngest and has four small
children.”

“No,” Kossert said. “I was the one who built closest to the
confluence. I must bear the blame.”

“We all bear some of the blame.”

“Enough, good farmers,” Carathis said sternly. Carathis noticed
Shila and Anderro approaching. “We must get these women and
children out of danger.”

“Then the three of us will remain here,” Kossert said. “Save our
families, Master Carathis.”

The other four Yaak ambled alongside the building. The farmers
helped the women and children to the roof’s edge. The women spoke
little, their faces flushed with weariness and despair— two cradled
tiny infants in their arms. The Yaakmen loaded three guests on each
of the five Yaak.

Carathis urged Adema away from the roof and back into the
torrent. The other beasts followed. The three farmers sat on the
rooftop watching their families being carried away.

Adema labored through the rising water dodging floating debris.
Finally, she arrived at the far shore. Anderro and Lenna lagged
twenty meters behind.

The farmers on shore cheered as the first women and two children
were lifted from Adema’s harnesses.

“Hurry,” Carathis said. “Their husbands and fathers must be
rescued.”

Carathis urged Adema back into the water. Carathis estimated the
water had raised a half-meter since he’d last taken notice.

Adema passed Anderro, wading through the flood from the opposite
direction. Carathis noticed Quintar and Shila moving towards him,
only ten meters away.

Suddenly, Carathis heard cries and screams from the shoreline.
He turned and saw the onlookers pointing toward the lone
homestead.

Carathis saw the home buckle, and the three farmers scrambling
to the roof’s edge. The walls shattered and the roof collapsed, yet
its rafters held fast in the current. The three men grasped the
gutter in desperation.

 Quintar, Hassen, and Orvain urged their Yaak to halt.

“Take those people to the shore,” Carathis hollered. “I’ll
handle this.”

Adema trudged through the deepening water until she was within
ten meters of the foundering men. Carathis could see hope in the
men’s eyes, but sensed their strength beginning to fail. Adema
struggled closer.

Suddenly, the roof shattered. The three men disappeared into the
torrent.

Urgently, Carathis searched downstream. Two heads popped above
the surface clinging to a trunk caught in the current. The two
farmers gasped for breath. Once reasonably secure, they looked at
each other, and then downstream.

“Kossert!” cried Roswog, muffled by rushing floodwater.

Adema eased herself beside the trunk. Carathis gathered the rope
bound to Adema’s neck, and then tossed it into the water.

Roswog seized the rope, and then began pulling himself to the
Yaak. Gathering all his strength, the farmer grabbed Adema’s hairs,
hoisting himself into the harness’s safety. Roswog gathered the
rope quickly, and then tossed it to Schutte.

Once the two farmers were secure on Adema, all three men scanned
the rushing water.

“There,” Schutte cried, pointing downstream. “Look!”

Thirty meters away, Kossert’s head poked above the current.
Carathis noticed the farmer clinging to a tree branch anchored in
the mud. Carathis urged Adema toward the stranded man.

The water deepened to the Yaak’s waist, and icy water rushed
against the legs of the three men holding to Adema’s back. Adema
halted and groaned. Carathis felt the Yaak strain against the
current.

Kossert held fast to the log only ten meters away. Carathis
noticed blood and bruises on the farmer’s head. Kossert’s eyes
opened and closed sluggishly.

Urgently, Carathis tied the rope around his waist. Taking a firm
hold of Adema’s hairy back, he pulled himself from his harness.

“Carathis!” Roswog cried.

“Be prepared to pull me in. If I’m lost, Adema will carry you
back to shore.”

Carathis lowered himself to the water. Roswog and Schutte
grabbed hold of the rope. Carathis held his breath, releasing
himself into the torrent. Carathis tumbled in the water, and then
abruptly reached out, grasping the log. Roswog and Schutte gasped,
and then pulled the rope taut.

With frigid floodwater raging against his crippled body,
Carathis worked his way over to Kossert. Bracing his one leg
against the tree, Carathis tugged Kossert free. Kossert appeared
dazed, but managed enough strength to hold onto the Yaakleader.
Carathis grasped the farmer’s waist.”

Carathis spat water. “Adema!”

Adema groaned, inching upstream toward the shore.

Roswog and Schutte pulled the Supreme Yaakleader toward them.
Meter by meter, the two farmers hauled the rope inward. Carathis
struggled to keep his head above the muddy water while holding on
to Kossert.

Breathless, the farmers pulled Carathis and Kossert to Adema’s
side. Now, the Yaak plodded through shallower water only twenty
meters from land.

Shila met Adema in mid-stream. With floodwaters raging around
him, Quintar slipped out of his harness and secured Kossert.

Exhausted, Carathis managed to pull himself back into his
harness.

Shila and Adema struggled back to shore.

 

Quintar, Lenna, and Hassen laid Kossert out on the muddy ground.
The farmer’s Healer looked the injured man over. “He’s dazed, yet
he’ll live. Get these men some dry clothes!”

A collective sigh swept through the gathered crowd. Kossert’s
wife kneeled at his side, weeping. An exhausted Roswog and Schutte
managed to climb down from stoic Adema into their family’s tearful
embrace.

The two farmers collected their breath, and then turned to pay
homage to the man who saved their lives.

But Adema had already moved away and upwards toward the
Yaaktrail of Tyrie, her rider bundled against the driving rain.




CHAPTER  20

 

The cool morning sun crept over Norelda’s jagged mountains as
Balyar and Kristren slipped into their shed scattering chickens in
their wake. Balyar struck a flint and lit a lantern.

Kristren reached into a bucket and tossed rotten grain. The fowl
erupted into a blur of feathers and beaks. “Some Noreldans say we
should not feed chickens while others in the settlement go
hungry.”

Balyar shook his head. “Those same Noreldans complain when they
have no eggs.”

“They say we’re wasting food, and we should—”

“This grain is rancid and not fit for humans.”

“Still…”

“Humans require some meat, Kristren. Our bodies become weak and
diseased on a diet of grains alone.”

Kristren chased down a chicken, and handed the thrashing bird to
his father.

Balyar held the bird up to the lantern, inspecting closely. He
released it back to the pen. “It appears that the fowl have
survived winter without disease. I’m confident, we’ll soon we’ll be
able to expand the flock.”

“What about the sheep, father? Isn’t our herd too small, our
bloodlines too weak?”

“An astute observation… ” Balyar smiled wryly. “All ranchers
face this problem.”

“Must we need breeders from Tyrie or Adair to keep the herd
strong?”

“I’m presenting my plan to the ranchers at Herron’s this
afternoon. Some may not agree with me, yet—”

“You have a plan to share breeders among all the ranchers?”

“Breeders will cost credits, forcing many of us to take debt— a
position no rancher desires.”

“Because ranchers don’t like to be beholden to anyone?”

Balyar nodded.

Kristren unbuttoned his jacket. “If we need credits, father, I
could work in Tyrie.”

“We’ve discussed this before…”

“The Yaakrider Entya has petitioned Master Carathis to accept me
as apprentice.”

“And how can that help us?”

“I know they’re paid little at first, but I could send most of
the credits home.”

“I can’t run this ranch by myself, Kristren.”

“I’ll need very little.”

“Your brother won’t be much help until he’s older.”

Kristren paused. “I feel my destiny awaits me in Tyrie,
father.”

“You have a greater obligation to your family.” Balyar waved his
hand. “No more of this talk.”

“I’m an adult now. I will make this choice alone.”

“Enough!”

Kristren stormed from the shed, slamming the door shut behind
him. Balyar threw the bucket against the wall, scattering grain
across the frozen dirt.

 

Balyar tramped along the muddy trail leading from Herron’s ranch
as the sun settled above Norelda’s western ranges. Long shadows
crept across Lake Norelda, striking fractured ice along the lake’s
edge.

The temperature fell as night approached, and the soggy path
crunched beneath Balyar’s feet. Balyar sighed deeply before
entering his home.

Anderia sat beside the fireplace while Kielar played on the
floor beneath her. “Did they agree to your plan?”

Balyar grinned.

Anderia smiled wryly. “Those men usually can’t agree whether the
sun rises in the west or east.”

“They had little choice.”

“Still, I’m surprised.”

“They bellowed and threw accusations, but they either had to
adopt my plan, or let their herds fade. Even the big ranchers
finally realized they could not rescue their animals from
stagnation.”

“I’m proud of you, Balyar. Few men could have held such a
stubborn group together.”

“But, there still must be great effort put forth to keep the
pact intact. It can fail at any time and for many reasons. Money
must be collected, and the animals requisitioned… ”

“And the animals must be distributed fairly,” she added.

“Yes, many paths lead to disaster.”

“And your reputation?”

Balyar raised his brow. “Indeed, the stakes are high.”

 

Later that evening, Anderia sat up in bed, pulling blankets snug
to her slender frame. Balyar rolled over and kissed her cheek.
“Kristren’s in Norelda for what?” he asked.

“I sent him to the market for some fish.”

“Good.”

“He asked to stay over at Samael’s. I granted permission since
he’d finished his chores.”

“Fine.”

“And I’ve been told a Yaakmessenger arrived just before
breakup.”

“A Yaakrider?”

“I think his name is Entya. I believe he’s the same young
Yaakman whom Kristren rescued from the snow-beast. Kristren and he
have become good friends.”

Balyar lay quietly.

Anderia pulled closer. “You don’t suppose Kristren still wants
to become a Yaakman?”

“I told him he’d be needed on the ranch. Sometimes the boy’s
difficult to read.”

“Like his father?”

“We need him here.”

“Maybe it’s a passing phase. Young boys are like that, aren’t
they?”

“Too much hero-talk since the last attack by those dreaded
monsters.”

Anderia smirked. ”Kristren has been praised as a hero, yet
remains humble.”

“I wish it had never happened.”

“You have raised him well…”

Balyar shook his head. “What happened to my simple rancher’s
son, completing his chores, caring for Jett?”

“He’s the same boy, only more mature… ”

“And if he does leave?”

“There’s little we can do about it, Balyar. We can’t keep him
here in chains. Kristren has become an adult. He must decide for
himself.”

Balyar sighed. “Get some sleep.” He reached over, extinguishing
the lamp.

**********

Kristren entered Shentar’s Inn and gazed around the room. He
spied a group of men near the bar, inhaled deeply, and crept
closer.

Shentar noticed the young rancher and smiled broadly. “Kristren,
are you here to see the Yaakmessenger? I’ve heard that he has
something for you.”

“Kristren!” cried Entya, ignoring others at the bar.

“Entya, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I’m glad you made
it.”

“Yes, Lake Norelda’s ice cracked just after I passed over. I was
very fortunate. Another day or two and I would’ve been forced back
over the southern ranges.”

“How long will you stay?”

“At least until the waters recede and Sarhelm is once again safe
to cross.” Entya clasped Kristren’s shoulder. “So how is Balyar?
Did your family go back to the ranch? Are you still staying with
Master Samael?”

“Father is fine, and we returned to the ranch two cycles
ago.”

“Two Cycles! Time slips by so quickly.”

Kristren’s voice was little more than a whisper. “Did you bring
word of… ? Did you… ?”

Entya coyly removed a sealed envelope from his coat pocket. “Do
you mean this?”

Kristren smiled, but his face soured abruptly.

“Honestly Kristren, I don’t know what it says. Quintar and I
both presented your application to Carathis. We both vouched for
your character. Word of your exploits during the winter spread
quickly, and you are already well known to Yaakriders. But
Carathis’s thoughts are difficult to read, and the selection of
apprentices is difficult and somewhat political— only a few
applicants are judged worthy.”

“And I am not Genderi.”

Entya paused. “No, unfortunately, you are not. Yet, neither am
I, so please take heart.”

Kristren broke the seal. He took a deep breath, and then
unfolded the letter.

 

 From the office of the Supreme Yaakleader of Tyrie:

 Kristren, son of Balyar, rancher: settlement of
Norelda 

It is my pleasure to announce your acceptance as a Yaakrider
Apprentice. Your duties will commence upon your arrival at the
Yaakrider Barracks.

You will be given an allowance of 10 credits per cycle of
Ellini. Food and lodging will be provided.

It is a privilege to be accepted into the community of
Yaakriders. Retaining your position will be based on performance
and upholding the code of Yaakrider ethics. You may be dismissed at
any time.

Supreme Yaakleader: Carathis

 

Kristren’s hands trembled. He reread the note several times, and
then lifted his head and smiled. “The words are so simple, yet have
so great a consequence.”

Entya clasped the young rancher’s shoulder. “Let me be the first
to welcome you to our guild, rancher Kristren. We may soon call you
Yaakrider.”

Entya grinned. “Don’t think for a moment the task before you
will be easy, my friend. Your work has not yet begun. Before long,
you may wish to be face to face with a snow-beast, rather than
confronted by Carathis in a foul mood.”

**********

Kristren held a bag of Waax to Stebba’s chin. “Stale, I know,
but it’s all we have.” The Yaak sniffed. “What do you think, noble
Yaakbeast?”

The Yaak shoved its mouth forward, chewing slowly, yet its
darkened eyes betrayed nothing. Kristren stroked her long white
pelt. 

Entya approached. “Kristren! I bear good news. The waters are
receding and Sarhelm should be passable within a few days. I’ll
leave for Tyrie in the morning. Are you coming with me?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“You must decide tonight.”

“Father needs me on the ranch right now. I’d hate to leave him
and mother with all the work. I’m torn… ”

“I understand, but remember that the apprenticeship will be open
until summer. Our guild has long recognized that recruits often
have other responsibilities in early spring, so they don’t require
immediate attendance. There is no rush to begin, although the other
apprentices may benefit from an early start.”

“Will you be back?”

“Not for a few cycles. But any Yaakmessenger will offer passage
once you show Carathis’s letter.”

Kristren nodded.

“I know this is a tough decision, my friend. Talk this over with
your parents. Balyar appears to be a reasonable man, and I’ve been
told your mother is an intelligent, noble woman.”

Kristren shook his head. “I’m afraid I already know what they’ll
say.”

 

Night overtook the upper ranches. The sky cleared and Ellini
hung low in the southern sky— a thin crescent against deepening
blue. Sagging snowdrifts draped the slopes, broken by scattered
patches of bare rock and dirt. Lake Norelda’s water near the
settlement lay free of ice, yet many kilometers away, ice clung
stubbornly over the deep water at the lake’s center.

Kristren looked over the valley of Norelda, marveling at its
awesome beauty. I’ve seen none other than this valley my entire
life, he pondered. Should I follow my father and become a
rancher? Or follow my heart to Tyrie?

He looked up, watching thousands of stars twinkling in the
evening sky. This decision would have been easy last fall. Why
am I so unsure now?

Jett wondered between his feet. Kristren scratched the dog’s
ear. “What should I do, Jett? What should I do?”

Kristren entered his family’s homestead. Jett followed. Anderia
was preparing the evening meal. Kielar stood on a chair plucking a
chicken. Feathers lay everywhere. Anderia scolded him, yet Kielar
laughed.

Kristren retreated to his room, and shut the door.

 

Kristren lay on his bed staring at the ceiling. Kielar snuggled
restfully in his blanket beside him. Alberon’s light streamed
through his window.

Kristren slithered out of bed, opened his change-purse, and
counted thirteen credits. He gathered two envelopes: one addressed
to his mother, the other bearing Carathis’s seal. He placed his
mother’s envelope on the bed.

He slipped on his coat, and stepped out of the bedroom. Jett lay
snoring on the kitchen floor. Silently, he slipped past Jett, out
the front door.

The upper slopes glowed under Alberon’s dull yellow light. The
air was calm, and the ranch oddly silent. Kristren pulled his pack
over his shoulder, and started down the trail.

“Going somewhere?” a voice asked from the darkness.

Kristren leaped from the path.

Balyar moved from the shadows. “The chores are done, the animals
are fine. I just can’t figure out what you’re doing.”

Kristren’s heart lodged in his throat. “I… ”

“How do you think Yaakriders would treat those who abandon their
duties?”

“Father—”

“They’d likely slice your throat.”

Kristren shook his head slowly. “I should have told you.”

Balyar stepped closer, “Brave, brave Yaakrider… head filled with
ideas of adventure, and swelled with accolades. Look at Norelda’s
hero slipping off into the night like a criminal.”

“I’ve wanted to be a Yaakrider long before this winter. I never
asked—”

“Do you know what this will do to our family, and our ranch? Do
you have any idea?”

“Yes father, I’ve been torn…”

“I may lose something that has taken a lifetime to build. Our
family may lose everything.”

“I wished more than anything that you’d approve, but I never
thought you would.”

Balyar laughed mockingly. “For that, you are correct.” he moved
closer. “Listen son, you still don’t understand… you’re ripping
this family apart. I’ve dreamed since you were in a crib that you’d
someday help me run this ranch.”

Kristren inhaled deeply, gathering up his nerve. “That was your
dream, father. I feel my destiny can only be fulfilled below the
Great Confluence. Whatever you say cannot change what lies within
my heart.”

Balyar leaned against the fence, crossing his arms. Several
moments passed between the two men. To Kristren, the silence lasted
an eternity.

Finally, Balyar said: “I cannot stop you from leaving, Kristren.
All I can do is to inform you of your action's consequences.”

“I know…”

“Have you been accepted as an apprentice?”

Kristren pulled the letter from his coat and held it
forward.

Balyar nodded. “I’d be disappointed if you went all the way to
Tyrie, ending up a jobless beggar.”

Kristren grinned nervously.

“Do you have any money?”

“Thirteen credits.”

Balyar cackled.

“But I’m willing to send back some of what I earn, as I’ve
promised.”

“Keep your money. Nobody will offer you charity in Tyrie.”

“I know… ”

Balyar sighed. “Son, I have never accused you of laziness, but
work hard at whatever you do, and do what you’re told. And once
you’ve established yourself, make sure you are assigned a northern
route so you can visit your mother often.”

Kristren nodded.

Balyar paused for a moment, catching briefly his son’s moonlit
gaze. Wordlessly, the rancher turned, striding back toward his
homestead.

Kristren pulled his pack back over his shoulder, and then
continued down the trail to Norelda.




CHAPTER  21

 

Porrias strolled through Adair’s central square, dodging muddy
trenches and inhaling cool moist air. Above his head, the bright
sun warmed his lean frame; its rays softening remnants of encrusted
snow piled beside the city’s alleyways.

Porrias halted before the Academy of Knowledge, gazing upon its
carved arches. He fixed his eyes upon the words: Druiden of Adair
engraved in ornate script over its high entrance. He tucked a
leather book close to his chest before stepping inside.

A mixture of scholars and ordinary townspeople wondered amongst
the rows of bookshelves and tables cluttered with scattered
parchments. Porrias slipped though the library and into Druiden’s
study.

Druiden sat before a desk studying a faded yellow parchment.
Above Druiden’s head, a large window offered Porrias a spectacular
view of Lake Adair; its icy water sparkling with rippling waves,
and deformed white monsters shimmering across a distant
horizon.

Druiden glanced up, smiling. “Young Porrias…”

Porrias nodded curtly. “I‘ve completed researching the volumes
bestowed by Master Dumas.”

“I’ve been waiting eagerly for your report, good scribe. Let us
discuss what you’ve found.”

“The volumes describe business dealings in Tyrie going back
roughly twenty-one years. I’ve also found census numbers, and
details of pacts amongst the settlements, and between trades.
Mostly mundane—”

“Nothing beyond twenty-one years?”

“That is the earliest I found.”

Druiden stroked his beard. “Twenty-one years of history matches
roughly our own records here at the Academy. Were any references
made to the sciences, mathematics, medicine, or physiology?”

Porrias paused. “I saw none.”

Druiden turned slowly to the window. He gazed over the frozen
lake.

“But several volumes were edited, Master. These could have
possibly been…” Porrias’s voice trailed off.

Druiden appeared lost in his thoughts. “More of the same
barriers I’ve encountered my entire career, good Porrias. A puzzle
for the ages…”

Porrias swallowed hard. “What do you know of the Sarvok Council,
Master Druiden?”

Druiden turned slowly, catching Porrias’s gaze. “The Sarvok
Council?”

Porrias looked deep into the elder educator’s eyes, and then
sighed deeply.

“I don’t recall a council by that name. Yet, you must understand
that there may have been hundreds of named councils throughout our
history.”

Porrias’s hands trembled. He unfolded a note and held it
forth.

Druiden took the note and began to read. Slowly his face turned
ashen. He reread the note several times between glances toward
Porrias. Druiden paused, and then folded the note neatly.

“I found this stuffed into the binding of one of Dumas’s
volumes,” Porrias said. “It bears Dumas’s handwriting. He must have
been this council’s scribe.”

Druiden sat wordlessly.

“Do you have any idea what 24 YAD means, Master
Druiden?”

Druiden hesitated. “Yes, I’ve encountered references to YAD once
or twice, yet never associated with a number. Vaguely, I can recall
a volume referring to YAD as Years After Deliverance, yet
I couldn’t deduce its meaning, but it was intriguing reference,
nonetheless.”

“Years After Deliverance? After deliverance from
what?”

“Or whom?” Druiden said, eying the scribe blankly. “No,
young Porrias, I do not know. Yet now, we may possess a vital clue—
a year to reference.” Druiden stroked his beard, his eyes
brightened. “And this also implies that some have used the phrase
YAD during my lifetime. Why did we suddenly drop this idiom? There
are so many mysteries, yet so few clues.”

“Can we also deduce the current year is 29 YAD? Since this
council disbanded five years ago.”

“That appears to be a sound deduction.”

“And Master Barlow?”

“Yes, dear scribe, why was my mentor involved in a secret
council? It pains me to think of the thousands of hours we spent
together speaking of matters of history and the sciences. Could he
have been withholding a vital secret from me? Could he have
purposefully withheld a missing piece of our storied, yet
incomplete history? He discussed none of this with me, not even on
his deathbed.”

Porrias sat wordlessly

Druiden sighed. “You have done well, young scholar. Yet you have
created more questions while answering just one. The Sarvok Council
spanned the better part of these men’s lifetimes. What manner of
secret could have caused them so much anguish? Barlow was a man of
utmost kindness and sincerity. Keeping such a secret must have
shattered him.”

“Could it have been some kind of medicine or technology?”

Druiden smiled wryly. “Perhaps, yet you have missed an even
greater mystery, young man. Possibly, Tyrie’s greatest—?”

“Our own origins?”

Druiden nodded.

“I pondered that also, Master. Yet why withhold this information
from future generations?”

“No one can read our forefather’s minds, young scribe. But
clearly, no free-thinking person believes we materialized in this
valley from thin air.”

“I have long theorized,” Porrias said. “That our forefathers
migrated away from a larger group of men occupying a far land.”

“Yes, yet we still require evidence.”

“Did not the criminal Darros speak of other groups of men at
last fall’s council?”

“That should not have surprised anyone, least of all an educated
man such as you. Although, even I was stunned to hear evidence, the
strange men dwelled so near.”

“That is why I thought it important to explore the wilderness
with Ruppon and Quintar.”

“Yes, your forthcoming journey may explain a great deal…”

Once again Druiden’s eyes drifted to some unknown place. “But
there is something else I wish to discuss with you— something even
more troubling, yet possibly more intriguing.”

Druiden’s glanced toward the doorway, and then pulled closer. “I
have spent the better part of my lifetime studying the physical
structure of man, and of wild creatures. I have noted two distinct
groups distinguished by circulatory systems, vital organs, skin
texture, pigmentation, and so on.

“Man, and his close companions, dogs, sheep and chickens, appear
clearly in opposition to the Yaak, Ordai, Chakra, Pinthra, Mathran,
fishes, and other wild creatures of Tyrie. I have concluded that
the physical makeup of these groups is entirely different. I
further speculate man and his animals originated… elsewhere.”

“With respect, Master Druiden, I am surprised little by your
thesis. We have already supposed our origins were not the Valley of
the Confluence. We find little evidence of settlement beyond a few
dozen generations.”

Druiden’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t understand the gravity of my
words, young man. I put forth the theory, we humans originated on
an entirely different world.”

Porrias leaned back slowly.

“I know this is hard to digest, yet we have always suspected
space travel is possible, although obviously, we have lost the
technology to do so. Apparently, men brought along creatures to
keep him fed, clothed, and even for companionship.”

“Yet why don’t we see evidence of this technology? Why don’t we
see a devise to travel through space, or even advanced metals, or
records of such? We have models that glide through air, but nothing
more.”

“Not yet, young scribe.” Druiden sighed. “Perhaps you will find
the answer to these questions in the wilderness, perhaps you will
not. A scholar should always seek knowledge, and above all, the
truth.”

Porrias paused. “And what do you suppose became of the Sarvok
Council? If your theory bears truth, it would have been a startling
revelation, yet hardly worth such a grand conspiracy. Why keep this
information secret?”

“Not only did they keep it secret, but they purged the
information completely from our history.” Druiden’s face darkened.
“As I’ve said before, we cannot read our predecessor’s minds. None
can guess what led these men and women to behave like they
did.”

Both men sat wordlessly for a moment, and then Porrias spoke:
“Well, Master Druiden, I now see, my trip into the wilderness has
gained even more relevance. If I meet other groups along the way,
I’ll inquire as to their origins and—”

“If it is known to them,” Druiden interrupted.

“Yes,” the young scribe replied. “Although I fear these people
may be just as uninformed as us.”

“That may be so, dear Porrias. But remember, what I’ve presented
is just speculation; let us keep this to ourselves until you
return.”

“Master Druiden!” Porrias face flushed.

Druiden waved his hand playfully. “Don’t worry, young man. I
will record my theories in case of my untimely death. I intend to
leave this world with a record of all that I’ve discovered,
uncovered, or theorized.” A wry smile crossed his wizened face. “I
don’t intend to make the same mistake as my mentor.”

Porrias nodded as if scolding a school-child.

**********

Barrazan wiped his glistening brow, and heaved two silvery
Quidida onto the slimy deck. “Get a move on, men. Baddorf’s
distilled a new batch of Jenna, and the whole fleets in
tonight.”

Demprias rubbed his cheek. “Worry not, good shipmates. Baddorf’s
got a whole cask reserved in my name. Many privileges are granted
favored customers.”

Aremia and Repus chuckled. Hundreds of lakebirds fluttered
against the receding sun. Adair’s docks creaked and heaved on the
bay’s gentle waves.

“Indeed, Demprias,” Barrazan said. “You’ve personally kept
Baddorf in business this winter.”

“I consider it my duty…”

“And if you hadn’t wasted your time and money on Jenna and
women, we’d have our own ship this spring.”

Demprias lifted two fish by their gills and flipped them over
his head. “You were the one who volunteered to run off into the
wilderness this spring. Why do explorers need a fisherman anyway?
If you ask me, there’s nothing but death beyond the mountains.”

“I was willing to help build your ship, and I would’ve been
satisfied with just a cut of the profits. All I asked was something
in my pockets when I returned.”

“If you get back… ” Demprias scratched his head. “Jenna
and women?”

Barrazan smiled. “Jenna and women…”

Demprias laughed. “Well good, at least my time wasn’t
wasted—”

“This sounds like a merry crew,” said a voice from the docks
above.

The four men paused. Barrazan shielded his eyes.

“Are you Firstmate Barrazan of Cariak’s crew?”

Barrazan pulled himself onto the deck. He shooed lakebirds from
a pile of Quidida. “And if I am?”

The man tugged his Alem skin jacket, grinning. “I’m Hargis. I
represent the Adesso conglomerate. I’d like to speak with you.”

Barrazan glanced toward Chief Cariak, who was coiling ropes near
the bow. “I cannot stop you from speaking, but I’m busy now. Can we
meet some other time?”

“Indeed, I understand. Perhaps, tonight at Baddorf’s? Adesso has
an account there.”

Barrazan nodded. He turned and glimpsed Chief Cariak glaring at
Hargis. The old Chief spat through crooked teeth.

Hargis bowed curtly, and then strolled down the dock toward
shore. Barrazan leaped back into the hold.

Demprias grabbed some fish and tossed them topside. “The Adesso
conglomerate and free drinks! Well, drink up, Barrazan— Adesso can
afford it, they own half of Adair.”

Barrazan shook his head slowly. “They do have some guts, asking
me right under Cariak’s nose.”

“Don’t you realize what this means, my friend? They should offer
a forty-share at least. Don’t settle on thirty-five.”

“And for you, Demprias?”

Demprias smiled.

**********

The sun settled over the western ranges as the last Zampha cart
clomped away from the docks of Adair. Hordes of weary fishermen
descended on Baddorf’s Inn as the skies deepened and the air
chilled. They laughed and sang songs passed down through
generations of their trade, pleased to be free of the cursed winter
and back to the occupation they knew best.

Baddorf’s was a modest Inn by Tyrie’s standards, but a favorite
among Adair’s fleets. Unlike Farissa’s in Tyrie or Shentar’s in
Norelda, Baddorf did not cater to ordinary citizens; he was more
comfortable serving the men of the lake, expressing this feeling
openly. Baddorf was a brute with a fiery disposition, and most
decent Adairians stayed clear of his seedy establishment.

Barrazan sat alone in the bar’s corner sipping Jenna. Demprias
stood with several fishermen, swapping stories and ogling some of
the more disrespectful women who waited patiently for the men,
especially on the days when shares were distributed.

Baddorf lumbered to Barrazan and collected some plates. He
leaned close. “I’ve heard some Adesso folk are coming by
tonight.”

“Demprias’s mouth runs with the Jenna.”

“True, but not this time. I got this from the conglomerate
itself. Told me your credits were no good… everything’s paid
for.”

“Is that so?”

“I don’t see those Adesso types in Baddorf’s too much. They like
to hang out at the fancy spots. But they pay their bills alright,
and that’s all I care about.”

Barrazan raised his mug and gulped. “Cariak doesn’t think too
much of them… he thinks they want to drive all the independents out
of business.”

Baddorf shrugged. “I’ve known Cariak for years. He’s old school.
He never liked bosses; can’t say’s I blame him. That’s why I got
out of the trade and opened my own business. But, if I were your
age… well, I’d give it serious thought. A man could set himself for
life and retire early.” Baddorf eyed two men in a heated argument
near the tavern’s doorway. He scowled.

“But, I’ve other things to consider—”

“This trip into the wilderness?”

Barrazan eyed Baddorf suspiciously.

“Don’t worry, my friend. When the Jenna’s strong, rumors fly
like lakebirds around fish-guts. And barkeeps hear all.”

“I’ve given my word to the Yaakrider, Quintar.”

“Yes, but—”

Suddenly, Baddorf lunged at the two arguing men. “You two… out!”
He grabbed both men by the coat, tossing them through the flapping
front door, narrowly missing Hargis as they tumbled to the
street.

Hargis brushed his coat and glanced around the bar. Barrazan
motioned him over. Demprias peeked at both men, and then turned
back to his table.

Hargis grasped Barrazan’s wrist then motioned toward the door.
“Baddorf’s customers have not changed much, I see.”

Barrazan crossed his arms. “I am here. And these men are my
comrades, and my friends.”

“I meant no offense. Many here are Adesso fisherman. I was in
the trade myself not so long ago.”

Baddorf approached holding two glasses of Jenna. Hargis nodded
to the Innkeeper.

“First, let me say how grateful I am to finally meet the
esteemed representative of the fleets of Adair. It has been some
time since Adesso has had a voice in—”

Barrazan grunted. “Cariak has been a pain in your side for a
long time, has he not? Why does Adesso think they’ll fare better
with me?”

Hargis tightened his fist, and paused. “I see you speak bluntly,
my friend. I admire that in any man, but now it’s my turn to
speak.”

Barrazan raised his brow and slurped some Jenna. “I’ll listen to
anyone who buys me drink.”

“Adesso has recently purchased three additional ships to
complement its fifteen vessels now under contract. Unfortunately
their owners became indebted over the long winter, forcing them to
liquidate.”

“I’m sure they got top price.” Barrazan took another slurp.

“Some were not good businessmen. It requires more than fishing
skills to be successful in our occupation.”

“My occupation—”

Hargis paused. “Whatever you think of Adesso is not important.
We are prepared to offer you Chief of one of our fine ships with a
full share of—”

“Cariak gives me a twenty-five share— one quarter the ship’s
take— and without the hassle of being Chief. Why should I accept
thirty-five, and all the grief?”

Hargis laughed. “My good fisherman, Adesso is offering you a
forty-five share of our largest vessel with a crew of twelve.”

Behind Barrazan, a mug slipped from Demprias’s hand, crashing on
the floor. Baddorf growled.

Barrazan’s face twisted, yet he couldn’t conceal a smirk. He
exhaled.

“And a seasonal bonus, if you exceed quota.”

Barrazan sat wordlessly.

Hargis settled back in his chair and glanced toward the ceiling.
“By my calculations, that would increase your earnings five-fold,
at least, and possibly more in the future.” Hargis leaned closer.
“A man like you cannot be satisfied as Firstmate forever. Your
ambitions are well known, my friend. Maybe you even dream higher
than Chief?”

“Can I choose my own crew?”

Hargis smiled wryly, waving his hand. “What better judge of
character than you, Barrazan. Although, Adesso does reserve the
right to set share rates, and release all we find… unfit.”

“Troublemakers.”

Hargis shrugged. “Call them what you will, but many find working
for a conglomerate to be rewarding and stable. Others are free to
find work elsewhere.”

Barrazan paused. “I’m going to sleep on this.”

“Suit yourself, but this offer will stand only until tomorrow
dusk.” Hargis rose from his chair. “The conglomerate must choose
its Chiefs before next sailing. I understand that the bay is
currently sealed with ice?”

“Cariak will not sail for a few days.”

“A rare day off, yet Adesso’s offices will be open, and awaiting
your decision. Good night, Barrazan. We hope to see you soon.”

Hargis nodded and strode out the door. Barrazan stared into his
glass.

Demprias grabbed Barrazan’s shoulder. “You’ve done it, my
friend— a forty-five stake!” Demprias collapsed into his seat.

Barrazan glanced at Demprias, and then back to his table.

Demprias’s smile faded slowly. “You did accept his offer, did
you not? Tell me you accepted, Barrazan.”

“I’ll decide tomorrow.”

Demprias grimaced.

 

The following day, Barrazan basked in bright sunlight as a stiff
breeze blew from the southeast, jamming monstrous icebergs into the
bay’s mouth. Farther south, the onrushing white-capped water ended
at a strip of deformed whiteness, stretching across the far
horizon.

Barrazan strolled before the office of the Adesso conglomerate.
He stopped and exhaled before moving toward the door.

“Master Barrazan, Master Barrazan.” A young girl approached from
the street.

Barrazan turned.

“Master Barrazan. I have a message from the Academy of
Knowledge. The scribe Porrias wishes to speak with you right away.”
The girl smiled.

Barrazan glanced toward the door, and then back at the girl.
Barrazan flipped the girl a credit, and she skipped off down the
street.

Barrazan rubbed his chin, and then stepped away.

 

Barrazan slipped into a small room adjacent the Academy of
Knowledge.

Porrias looked up from a pile of transcribed notes. “Barrazan,
it’s good to see you. I understand the fleets are stuck in port
today. What a stroke of luck to have you here.”

Barrazan nodded. He noticed a shadowy figure sitting in the
corner. The man rose. Barrazan was struck by his body odor.

“Ruppon?”

Barrazan scarcely recognized him. The trapper appeared to have
lost a third of his girth since Barrazan last saw him, almost a
half-year ago. Dirty clothes hung from his lean, yet muscular,
frame.

“Master Barrazan.”

“How have you been, good trapper. I’ve heard tales of
Norelda…”

“An experience I don’t wish to repeat, but I’ve survived, and
I’m finally regaining my strength, although the two-cycle journey
from Norelda has drained me again.”

“Well, there’s plenty of food in Adair since the fleets have
sailed.”

“Porrias has provided some fresh Quidida, and I'll be forever
grateful.” Ruppon stroked his ragged beard. “But now, I’d like to
discuss our journey.”

Porrias turned to Barrazan. “I have sent word to Quintar in
Tyrie. Druiden feels we should be off soon, possibly within a few
cycles.”

Ruppon fixed weary eyes upon Barrazan. “We can still count on
you, Master fisherman, can we not?”

Barrazan grasped Ruppon’s wrist. “My word is my bond.”




CHAPTER  22

 

Kristren entered the Yaakrider’s apprentice quarters, tossing
his pack aside. He crawled onto a topmost bunk, collapsing into a
limp mound.

Andru leaned over. “Are we training to be Yaakriders or common
laborers?”

“We are only lowly apprentices. We do as we’re told, nothing
more.”

“But, it’s been the same routine day after day, up at dawn and
back at nightfall— nothing but endless errands and menial
tasks.”

Kristren sighed.

Andru’s voice lowered to a whisper. “There are apprentices who
speak openly of quitting. They gripe of the long days, and hard
work.”

“They have no excuses. Most of them are Genderi.”

“I know… Their fathers and grandfathers should have better
prepared them for apprenticeship. But, I am not Genderi. And
lately, even I have thought of giving up. I can always go back and
work for my father.”

“You can’t just quit, Andru. You and I are comrades. I’ll have
nobody to…”

“Perhaps… ” Andru sighed. “But a merchant can do quite well,
although less than a Yaakrider with full share.” Andru glanced
around. “What do you think of Master Zielonis?”

“Zielonis seems to be a fair man, if you work hard and obey his
commands; although, I’d hate to get on his bad side.”

The Barracks door swung open. A tall muscular young man entered
followed closely by another.

“Bartos,” Andru spat. “And his faithful dog, Kendrick.”

Kristren rolled his eyes.

Bartos flopped into bed. “I’m dying a slow death. An entire day
of work, and I hardly had chance at targets.”

“Why does the junior champion need practice?” Andru asked. “How
many times have you told us that your talent comes naturally?”

Bartos sneered. “If I have to dig one more latrine, I’m going to
have a word with Zielonis. We have Noreldans to do such tasks.”

Kristren’s lips tightened.

“No offense Noreldan, but one lucky shot at a snow-beast does
not make a Yaakman of a rancher.”

Kristren seethed. “Many Noreldans fought and died this winter,
and others risked starvation, while you were in Tyrie snug in your
father’s blanket.”

“Don’t think of mocking me, Noreldan. My father fought the Ordai
in Tyrie this winter. You are not even Genderi. I am fourth
generation Yaakrider. Everyone knows you don’t belong here.”

Andru shook his head.

The Apprentice Master’s door swung open. “What’s going on here?
You men should be resting. Am I not keeping you busy enough to make
you weary? Tomorrow will be your first tournament, and your first
chance to impress Carathis and the Yaakleaders. If I were you, I
wouldn’t squander the opportunity— apprentices get few.”

Bartos sat up. “Will my father attend the tournament, Master
Zielonis? I’m looking forward to seeing his face when I win.”

Zielonis eyed Bartos sternly. “Of course Hassen will be
there.”

“And when will we ride the Yaak? It’s been a few cycles since
father and I rode his Yaak to Sarhelm. I’m beginning to think I’m
out of practice with the beasts.”

Andru sighed loudly.

“All of you will have the chance to select Yaak within the next
cycle. But remember, young Bartos, riding a Yaak urged by another
is easy, whereas riding solo requires acceptance by the beast. The
Yaak are amazing judges of character, and time will tell whether
you’ll pass muster.”

Kristren grinned. Andru did his best to choke back laughter.

Bartos’s face flushed. “I will pass every test given to me,
Zielonis, you’ll see. All of you will see.”

Zielonis extinguished the lamp. “Now, get to sleep. Tomorrow
will be a long day.” Zielonis slammed the door shut behind him.

 

The following day, the apprentices fanned out across the archery
range. Yaakriders wondered through the sixteen young men and two
young women, looking them over.

Hassen shook a fat change purse. “I’m taking all bets against my
son. I’ve enough credits to cover anyone, and I can get more if
needed. Are there none of you with enough guts to—?”

They laughed.

“What’s wrong, dear Yaakriders?” Hassen asked mockingly.

“Bartos hasn’t lost a match since…” Lenna glanced at his
comrades. “Bartos has possibly never lost a match. How can you
expect us to bet against him? You’d have to grant us odds.” Lenna
shook his head.

Hassen bellowed proudly. “Perhaps…”

Entya strode forward. “I’ll place ten credits on the Noreldan
Kristren.”

Hassen turned, pointing. “Now, here is a man who will put his
credits where his mouth is. The rest of you are cowards.”

The riders surrounding Hassen chuckled.

“And I too, will place thirty credits on the Noreldan,” Quintar
said.

The Yaakriders whooped and hollered. Hassen’s smile evaporated.
He shrugged. “Suit yourself, Quintar. Your credits are as good as
anyone else, I suppose.”

Zielonis strode before the apprentices. “Each shooter will take
twenty shots. The top four scores will advance to a second round
where they’ll be allowed ten more attempts. The top two scorers
will compete, head to head, with ten additional arrows. High score
will be winner. Good luck apprentices.”

Carathis hobbled onto the range followed by many eyes. The
Yaakriders sitting on the foremost bench gave way, and Carathis
plopped down.

Hassen came to Carathis’s side, thrusting his chest forward.
“The tall one is my son.”

Carathis nodded and turned. “Let the tourney begin.”

The apprentices took their positions. Kristren loaded his
crossbow and took a deep breath. He aimed and fired, but the arrow
whirred past the target. Urgently, he took a wrench and adjusted
the crossbow’s sight. He reloaded and fired, splitting the target.
He exhaled.

Farther downrange, Bartos squeezed one shot after another. The
crowd whooped and cheered in unison. “Eight, nine, ten…”

A few apprentices stopped and looked. Bartos raised his fist,
turning to the crowd after each shot. “Thirteen, fourteen,
fifteen…” The crowd moaned.

Andru turned to Kristren, whispering, “He missed.” Andru shook
his head. “He’s good, there’s no doubt.”

Kristren finished his round scoring with renewed confidence.
Andru struggled to score eight hits.

Kristren and Andru awaited the scores. Zielonis raised his hand.
The onlookers hushed. “And the results of the first round are:
Bartos with nineteen of twenty…”

The Yaakriders cheered. Hassen shook all hands offered to him.
“He may be the best archer in Tyrie: man, women or child,” shouted
someone from the crowd. Hassen beamed.

“Apprentices Kubit and Lesic with fourteen,” Zielonis continued.
“And finally, Kristren with thirteen.” Andru grasped Kristren’s
shoulder.

The four apprentices stepped to the range.

Kristren scored hits on his first three shots. Beside him, Lesic
struggled, missing two of his first five. Kristren noticed Kubit’s
trembling hands, and guessed Kubit fared no better.

“Seven, eight,” they cried in unison. “Nine in a row!” Bartos
again raised his fist to the air. He turned, loaded, and pulled the
trigger.

“Ten! A perfect ten!”

“He cannot be beaten,” someone behind Kristren mumbled. “He’s
just toying with them,” said another. Kristren shook his head

Kristren finished the round hitting eight of ten.

Entya shook the Noreldan’s hand. “Your score would have probably
won most tournaments, young Yaakman. Concentrate! Don’t give in to
his antics. Let us see how he shoots under pressure.”

Zielonis strode to the range’s infield. “The final pairing will
pit Bartos, son of Hassen, against the Noreldan Kristren.”

The Yaakriders cheered. Many stood behind Bartos, yet Quintar,
Entya, Andru, and several other apprentices gathered behind
Kristren.

Kristren and Bartos stepped to the firing line. Zielonis waved
his hand. “Bartos has high score. He will retain the privilege of
last shot.”

The two men checked their sights. Bartos whispered. “So it is
you, Noreldan, who will face me. A pity… even Lesic, Kubit, or one
of the girls, would have provided more challenge.”

Kristren aimed his bow and squeezed. The arrow bore through the
target’s center. Kristren exhaled. Quintar and Entya clinched their
fists.

Bartos squeezed the trigger, splitting the target dead center.
He turned to Kristren, grinning.

The two apprentices traded score after score. Kristren aimed his
seventh arrow, hitting the target. Quintar, Entya, and Andru
cheered.

Hassen wrapped his hands across his chest. “The Noreldan is
good,” a voice whispered from behind. Hassen’s lips tightened. He
nodded reluctantly.

Bartos no longer played to the crowd. He wiped his eyes on his
shirt’s sleeve, raised his crossbow, and squeezed.

“A miss!” The crowd hushed.

Kristren fired, scoring again.

Bartos countered, his arrow catching the target’s edge.

Kristren aimed, firing his ninth arrow.

Zielonis inspected the target closely. “A miss! Yet only by a
dog’s hair.”

Bartos glanced at his father, and reloaded his bow. He steadied
himself, and squeezed. The arrow deflected off the target’s
top.

“Another miss!”

The crowd gasped. Bartos’s face whitened.

“Steady Kristren,” Entya whispered. “With this score, you will
win.”

Kristren took a deep breath, and reloaded his bow. He fired, but
the arrow flew right of the target. Entya’s shoulders slumped. The
crowd silenced.

Bartos stepped to the line. He pulled his bow to his shoulder,
and aimed. He hesitated, lowering his bow. Bartos exhaled, aimed
again, and fired.

“A hit!” Zielonis cried. “The match is tied.”

The Yaakriders roared. Hassen sighed. Zielonis waved his hand,
quieting the others. “The participants shall now alternate shots
until one is missed. Bartos retains last shot.”

The duo traded three more rounds, each more tense than the last.
Bartos matched each of Kristren’s scores, although Bartos’s hand
twitched, following each shot.

Kristren took a deep breath. He raised his bow for his
fourteenth shot. He squeezed, missing wide left. The Yaakriders
gasped.

Hassen looked up, his voice a whisper. “Do it son… Bartos.”

Bartos took a deep breath, raising his bow once again. Sweat
poured into his eyes and across his cheeks. He released the
arrow.

“A hit!” Zielonis cried. “Bartos has won!”

The Yaakriders cheered. Kristren exhaled. Hassen’s face
brightened. Bartos remained motionless.

Hassen shook all hands thrust toward him. A group of Yaakriders
offered Bartos their congratulations on a fine match. Yet, the same
number, including Entya and Quintar, encircled Kristren, patting
him on the back and shouted praises. Kristren beamed.

Zielonis ushered the two apprentices before Carathis while the
other Yaakriders gathered around. Carathis pushed himself up on his
crutch. “An excellent match! In all of my seasons, I have never
seen such shooting from two apprentices. Bartos, I congratulate you
on your victory. You have proven yourself an excellent marksman.
One of the best our guild has ever seen.”

The crowd cheered. Hassen beamed proud. Bartos nodded.

“But you, apprentice Kristren, you are not only the talk of
Norelda, but now possibly, the talk of Tyrie. We can expect great
things of you in the future.”

The crowd cheered even louder than before. Entya and Quintar
placed their hands on Kristren’s shoulder. Bartos’s face
reddened.

Kristren bowed. “Thank you, Master Carathis.”

The Yaakriders went their separate ways. Kristren approached
Bartos, offering his hand. “A great match…”

Bartos crossed his arms. “Cherish this moment, Noreldan. This
will be the last time that you will ever come close to beating me
at anything.” He turned and snapped his fingers. “Let’s go
Kendrick.”

Kendrick glared at Bartos for a moment, hesitated, and then
followed Bartos back to the barracks.

**********

Huge bonfires lit the night above the confluence’s farmlands on
the eve of Tyrie’s annual distribution of land. Large spits turned
with sizzling Chakra, and the aroma of roasted mushrooms saturated
the still air.

The men, exhausted from a long day working freshly carved
fields, gorged themselves until their bellies ached. Some staggered
through the crowds holding flasks of Jenna, while others sang and
danced in frenzied celebration.

Marcura served Quintar a bowl of steaming mushrooms. “Eat,” she
said, gesturing. “The mushrooms are the first grown things of
spring. You have suffered through too many cycles of stale grains
and Chakra. You must fatten up before you leave.” She paused. A
tear trickled down her face.

Quintar took the plate. “Thank you, Mother.”

Marcura brushed her cheek. “I appreciate you coming, Quintar.
I’ve not seen my children together since you were small. It means
so much to me.” Marcura kissed him on the forehead, and then moved
away.

“Your mother has been sipping Jenna, I fear,” Ruma said.

Quintar smiled.

“Yet, she deserves to partake a bit. This winter has caused us
all great hardship.”

“The soil is rich. Your crops should be plentiful, and grow
quickly.”

“That is quite a keen observation for a Yaakman. Maybe there’s
still some farmer in you?”

“Farming hasn’t been in my heart since childhood, father. And
besides, I don’t have the patience, nor am I fond of the pay.”

“Hayden and I have fared well enough.”

“Indeed, but I’m not Ruma, or my brother.”

“I know…” Ruma gestured toward a group of revelers dancing
before the fires. Hayden spun in the dimness, holding a mug high in
the air. He gawked at a young woman, and then grasped her hip. She
turned and slapped him. Hayden rubbed his reddened face,
laughing.

Quintar grinned, shaking his head.

“Your brother is not a bad man,” Ruma said. “But he still has
much to learn about people. He was voted representative by the
slimmest margin, and rumors abound of farmers willing to challenge
him in the next elections. I have spoken to him many times, yet he
refuses to listen. I fear he will never lead the Great Council, nor
will he lead the farmers for much longer.”

“He will be disappointed.”

“Whatever fate decides cannot be altered”. Ruma’s eyes gleamed.
“Yet you are different, my son. Carathis thinks highly of you, and
your exploits in Norelda last winter have only enhanced your
standing with the Great Council.”

“I have no desire for politics.”

“Ah, but sometimes politics can desire you. Great leaders cannot
be molded, if their heart is weak. People always covet those with
great empathy for their concerns yet never desire the power that
others crave so desperately. Carathis has seen this great gift
within you.”

“Carathis is a great leader. Men would die for him.”

“Yes, perhaps, but Carathis will never lead more than the
Yaakrider’s guild. He is wise enough to understand his own
limitations. And that alone makes him an extraordinary man.”

“Maybe that’s all he wants.”

“Is that all you want, Quintar?”

Quintar paused. “My only concern is for the riders under my
command, and preparing for the wilderness. When I return, I’ll
resume my duties as Yaakrider with honor. Whatever more I
attain…”

“And what does Carathis think of your journey?”

“A citizen can do whatever he pleases.”

Ruma stroked his chin. “When will you leave?”

“Master Druiden feels we should set out for the wilderness no
later than three cycles.”

“Oh—”

“I’ve received word that the young trapper Ruppon has arrived in
Adair. He is working with the Adairian scholars to organize the
trip.”

“And have others volunteered?”

“A young Yaakrider, Entya, has given his word to come with us.
Lenna has been assigned the southern route until we leave.

Ruma grinned. “I have heard that Lenna’s companion has return
from birthing?”

“Yes, just last cycle, although we have not seen her young.”

“It is a sign of good luck. Is it not?”

“I wish so, father. Anderro seems healthy and fit. I hope she’s
willing to leave Tyrie for a long period of time.”

“I’m told, the beasts have no particular bond with their young,
do they?”

“The old-timers say thus, but none are certain.”

Ruma sighed. “I envy you, my son. I have risen to the highest
position in our lands, yet I would give up all, and willingly, for
the chance to go with you.”

Ruma waved his hand toward the darkened floodplains, lit by
Ellini’s red glow and Alberon’s thin crescent. “But alas, I am past
my prime, and this confluence is my destiny. Here, I was born, and
here, I’ll die. But you, Quintar, have chosen a different path. You
have known your own, personal truth, hidden deep within yourself,
since you were a child. My greatest failure, as your father, was
that I was unwilling to accept it. You must forgive me for my
arrogance.”

Quintar began to speak, but Ruma raised his hand.

“You have done well, Quintar. And I’m proud to call you my son.
Yet your tale has just begun. I’m certain many more chapters remain
to be written— some will be bright, some dark and menacing; but you
will find the strength to persist, Yaakrider of Tyrie. I know you
will… and you must.”




CHAPTER  23

 

Kristren pushed aside the Yaak’s ragged hair, and gazed upon the
gently sloping hills west of Tyrie’s confluence. The trail ended at
the forest’s edge and dreary clouds rolled across a colorless
sky.

Kristren waited patiently while another Yaak lumbered past. He
noticed Andru holding fast to the beast’s neck with his head buried
in her shaggy coat. Kendrick’s Yaak followed closely behind Andru.
Kendrick glared at Kristren before moving onward.

Zielonis’s Yaak ambled up to Kristren’s beast and halted. “You
have been fortunate to be accepted by a Yaak like Inna,” the
Yaakleader said. “Many seasoned Yaakrider’s have begged for her
acceptance, yet most have not fared as well as you.”

“I grew fond of her during selection, Master Zielonis, although
truthfully, I find little difference between the beasts.”

“You will learn that Yaak differ as men differ. There are riders
who say a man and Yaak form a special bond— they say the beast
actually molds itself to her rider.”

“Is that true, Master?”

“I cannot say, although I’ve heard no better explanation.”

“I’m her second rider, I’ve been told.”

Zielonis nodded with reverence. “She’s a young Yaak by the
creature’s standards. Inna’s last rider was killed battling the
snow beasts before the storehouses of Tyrie.”

“She still bears the scars. The toe on her right foot is broken
and twisted.”

Zielonis raised his chin. “Indeed, a badge of honor Inna will
carry to the end of her days.”

Bartos’s Yaak ambled up the trail. Bartos cursed the beast as he
approached Kristren and Zielonis. “I’ve selected the slowest Yaak
in Tyrie,” he cried.

Zielonis shouted. “You’ve already been rejected by two, Bartos.
At least this one tolerates you. You should treat her better.”

Bartos spat.

Zielonis waved his finger. “You must treat the Yaak with utmost
respect, apprentice, without them we have no guild.” Zielonis shook
his head, and then turned his head skyward. “We must keep moving.
Those clouds look like rain.”

Kristren urged Inna forward.

 

The rain came and passed. Snow clung to cliffs in the mountain’s
shadows and in the deep groves where sunlight struggled to breach.
The soil squished beneath the Yaak clawed feet as they clomped
through the forest.

Night approached and the troop pitched camp in a ravine
protected by tall Sohlas. The men sat around the crackling fire
inspecting their crossbows.

“At dawn, we will hunt this valley,” Zielonis said. “I’ve seen
signs of game here.” He surveyed the apprentices. “Have you
Bartos?”

Bartos hesitated. “I saw a Thrikar this afternoon. I think he
hunted for rodents. Where there are rodents, there’s game.”

Zielonis nodded slowly. “Kristren?”

Kristren gazed into the fire’s embers. “The valley is surrounded
by sheer cliffs divided by a single stream. We passed several
clearings with clusters of fresh mushrooms and spring grasses, and
deep woodland where pigs can find cover if they sense danger.
Springtime is barren and the pigs will be desperate. The soggy
ground should show prints.”

Zielonis raised his brow. “Good, very good.”

Bartos’s lips tightened.

Kendrick sighed. “And we split the profits from any kill. Can we
not, Master Zielonis?”

Zielonis sighed. “Yes, apprentices are granted this right. We
realize your allowances are meager. But the purpose of these
excursions is to learn hunting, survival, and teamwork.” Zielonis
eyed Bartos sternly. “Teamwork is skill some of you sadly
lack.”

Kristren and Andru exchanged glances, grinning.

“And one more thing, young apprentices; always remember that
Pinthra are hungry and aggressive in spring. The beasts usually
attack at night, but a party can never be too careful, even in
daylight.”

Zielonis stood. “And now, I’m off to sleep. Tomorrow will be
tiring. You men should also get some rest.” He shuffled toward his
tent.

Bartos leaned back on his elbows, the fire’s flames glimmering
in his eyes. “I wish that you or your little friend would come
across a Pinthra. I just might miss my shot.”

Andru puffed. “You’re a pig, Bartos. How were you ever selected
as Yaakrider? There are vermin more deserving than you.”

Bartos laughed. “I’m just joking, little man.”

“Don’t you two have a sense of humor?” Kendrick added.

Kristren shook his head. “Even to say such a thing is
contemptible. We are all Yaakriders. Did your father teach you
nothing of honor?”

“I know more about honor, than you’ll ever—”

“Then show it!”

Bartos grinned darkly. “Class will always rise to the surface,
Noreldan. Genderi will always triumph over outlanders. You’ll
see.”

 

The Yaakriders awoke to a steady drizzle. And in the twilight
before dawn, they broke camp. Zielonis climbed into his Yaak’s
harness. “This afternoon, we’ll dine on fresh Chakra.” He urged his
Yaak forward.

The Yaak ambled down the stream bed in single file as a grim
daylight crept over the valley. An eerie mist shrouded the
landscape, and the trees passed quietly. Kristren shivered as water
trickled from sagging branches, spattering his canvass
overcoat.

Zielonis signaled the troop to stop. He leaped off his Yaak,
gazing at the ground. Slowly, he ran his fingers across the spongy
soil. Silently, he looked up and waved. The apprentices leaped off
their Yaak with weapons in hand.

“The tracks are fresh.” Zielonis pointed east. “Kristren and
Andru, station yourselves behind those trees. Bartos and Kendrick,
come with me, we’ll wait near the stream. We must herd the Yaak
downstream. The rain and the daylight should keep Pinthra away, so
we can keep the Yaak at a distance. Remember to be both careful and
patient. Chakra will smell Yaak before they smell us.”

Kristren sat on the squishy ground beside a Sohla trunk. He laid
his crossbow within arm's reach. He saw Andru sitting beside a
rotting log several meters away. Kristren waved, and Andru
acknowledged. Kristren bundled up.

Time passed slowly. The drizzle lessened, and the valley
brightened. The fog rolled effortlessly across the treetops
awaiting the emerging sun. Kristren listened to birds chirping in
unseen boughs above. His mind turned to Norelda, his ranch, and his
family. He thought of Jett and smiled.

Suddenly, Kristren spotted a snorting Chakra in the clearing
below. He glanced toward Andru. Andru’s chin lay pressed against
his chest. Kristren hissed. Andru twitched and crossed his
hands.

A second pig strolled into view. Kristren grabbed a pebble and
tossed it toward Andru. Andru popped to attention, scrambling for
his bow.

Kristren grinned and raised his crossbow. He fired, thumping the
pig’s breast. Andru’s arrow whirred, piercing the pig’s head. The
Chakra flopped to the ground. The other pig scampered into the
forest, squealing.

“Nice shot, Andru,” Kristren rasped.

Andru thrust his fist skyward and jumped to his feet. He trotted
toward his prey.

“Wait!” Kristren cried. “First we—”

A hideous, hissing form leaped between Andru and the pig.
Startled, Andru dropped his bow. The dark creature coiled back on
springy hind legs, and lashed at the young Yaakrider with long
fangs and blank eyes.

Pinthra!

A second creature flanked Andru. The Pinthra sunk its teeth into
Andru’s neck, thrashing wildly.

Kristren grabbed his longbow. He lunged for his quiver, but
fumbled his arrows.

Andru screamed and flailed his arms.

Kristren loaded his bow, but Andru turned his back to him.
Kristren could not see a clear shot.

Andru dropped to his knees holding his throat. A torrent of red
gushed between Andru’s fingers. Both Pinthras hissed viciously,
tearing into Andru without pause.

Kristren leaped to his feet, hollering.

Andru slumped to the ground.

Kristren noticed Zielonis standing on the other side of the
clearing, opposite the Pinthra and Andru. Behind Zielonis, Kristren
noticed the Yaak lumbering through the trees.

Kristren watched helplessly as the Pinthra ripped Andru’s
lifeless torso. Only a few heartbeats had passed since the Pinthra
began their attack, yet Kristren felt as if a lifetime had come and
gone.

Kristren saw Zielonis aim at the Pinthra, and then lower his
crossbow.

Andru’s dying…

Kristren held his longbow level and stepped forward. He slipped
on the wet ground and the bow discharged. The arrow whirred past
the frenzied Pinthras and into Zielonis’s chest. Kristren fell
backwards.

Kristren’s world froze. He looked up.

Zielonis dropped to his knees slowly, his bloodied hand
clutching the arrow buried deep in his heart. Zielonis’s rolling
eyes bore into Kristren’s mind.

Zielonis toppled forward.

The Yaak sprung into view, groaning and lunging at the frenzied
beasts.

The Pinthras turned, fleeing into the forest. One of the
creatures dragged Andru’s disemboweled arm.

 

An eerie silence befell the clearing. Kristren gazed in horror
at Andru’s twisted and bloodied torso. Beyond Andru, Zielonis lay
face down on the ground. The events of the last few moments rolled
around in Kristren’s head. He felt as if he had just awoken from a
horrible dream. He sat motionless, unable to move.

Kendrick and Bartos tromped into the clearing. Kendrick noticed
Zielonis and ambled to the Yaakleader’s lifeless body. He reached
down and rolled the Yaakleader over. Kendrick shook his head.
Bartos looked down at Andru, and gagged. Then, he turned sharply,
staring at Kristren.

Kristren’s head spun. “I slipped… the arrow released… Andru—”
Kristren brushed tears from his cheek.

Kendrick looked downward. “It looks like an—”

“Quiet,” Bartos said tepidly, raising his hand. He stroked his
chin, glanced toward Zielonis, and then down at Andru. Slowly, he
turned his eyes back to Kristren. A hideous grin formed on Bartos’s
twisted face. “It appears your fortunes have turned badly,
Noreldan.”

Kristren inhaled deeply.

Kendrick grabbed Bartos’s sleeve. “What are you talking about?
You can see—”

Bartos swatted Kendrick’s hand. “I see an apprentice tried for
murder.”

Kristren’s heart raced.

Bartos’s eyes danced. “Your inattentiveness led to the death of
Andru at the fangs of the Pinthra. I saw Zielonis blame you for his
death and admonish you, and threaten to release you from your
duties. I saw you infuriated to the point of madness. I saw you…”
Bartos laughed. “No, we saw you… ”

“You can’t mean… You can’t get away with this.” Kristren shook
his head. “Kendrick!”

Kendrick glanced away.

Bartos chuckled like a madman.

Kristren’s mind spun. He sprung to his feet, grabbing his
weapon. He paused.

Kendrick recoiled, and then froze.

Bartos stood firm. “What are you going to do, Noreldan? Kill me?
Watch out, Kendrick! The Noreldan’s going to murder us, like he
murdered Zielonis.”

Kristren scrambled toward the Yaak. He pulled himself into
Inna’s harness.

“Run Noreldan, run.”

Kristren urged Inna out of the clearing and into the silent
forest. Bartos’s cackling voice still danced through his head.
Kristren wiped tears from his cheek.

What am I doing?

Everything was gone in a heartbeat: his friend, his teacher, his
career, his hopes, his dreams. A vision of his father and mother
twisted in his mind; the pain and humiliation they’d face. He
glimpsed Quintar shaking his head, and spitting his name. And
Entya… ? Kristren closed his puffed eyelids.

Then Kristren saw Andru, and Andru’s father, and Zielonis.
Kristren tried to squeeze the thoughts from his head.

It must be a horrible, horrible dream.

Kristren wished that it were he, jumped by Pinthra, then he’d
feel no pain. Even if my heart still beats, I’m a dead man
anyway.

Inna rambled urgently out of the valley.

 

The morning turned into noon, and noon into evening. Time had
little meaning to Kristren anymore. Numbly, he grasped Inna’a back
while she tramped downward toward the Great River’s northwest
branch.

Inna ambled several kilometers before intersecting the northwest
Yaaktrail below the crossing of Sarhelm. Kristren noticed a group
of trappers plodded down the path towards him. The trappers glanced
upward at the Yaakbeast, but her rider buried his face deep into
the beast’s shoulder. The trappers trashed their Breva-cart’s
reins, and continued toward Tyrie.

Inna approached Sarhelm and stepped into the flowing water.
Kristren glanced behind as the obscured sun hovered over the
western hills.

Inna emerged on the northern shore. Kristren urged her off the
well worn trail, and into the mountains to the north.
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