
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   WANTED
 
   DEAD OR ALIVE
 
   for the willful murder of the 
 
   Earl of Albueshire, Sept Algolus
 
   Lord Tyrus Jurgen
 
   SIMON JONES
 
   the scoundrel
 
   Believed to be in possession
 
   of the Mystic Blade
 
   Blodleter
 
    
 
   – From a bulletin seen in the hest quarter of Rastaban, in the land of Mira
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
   After nine weeks at sea, with nothing beyond the rail but rolling gray swells, the land of Mira beckoned at last.  The hollow clang of the lookout's bell echoed down from the crow's nest.
 
   Lisandra Jurgen, major in the Royal Guard sworn to uphold the law in Albueshire and its provinces and territories in Sept Algolus, tapped her fingers on the rail's worn oak.  Finally, justice would be done.  Finally!
 
   Lis had no taste for the sea.  Ships were not her place.  She knew the towns and country of Sept Algolus, and its thieves and ruffians.  She knew their hiding places, and which rogue would reveal the whereabouts of another, given sufficient pressure.
 
   And she knew how to apply pressure.
 
   Beyond the rail, Mira was a dark mass, cloaked in morning fog, above the gray sea.  The sun would be up in an hour's time, and the darkness would give way to the continent's legendary green forests, visible even from ships well away from shore.  Lis would be among those trees soon.  Searching.
 
   "What if the stories are true?"  The voice, low and rough, came from her side.  Galton, the sneak, had crept up beside her.
 
   She didn't turn to him.  "I really don't care."
 
   "They speak of untold dangers, my Lady."
 
   Lis hated that title.  She whirled to face him.  "You will refer to me–"
 
   "As your duly earned rank in His Majesty's Guard."  Galton smiled up at her, and the crown of his head barely came to her chin.  He was short and scrawny, wizened, a dried-out old pest who was blessed to be a friend of her father's.  He wore a brown robe and a simple belt, hiding soft and lightweight leather armor beneath.  Rather different than her own byrnie – a coat of woven iron links.
 
   "What would your father say," pressed Galton, "if he heard me call you Major?"
 
   Lis felt her back teeth pressing tightly together.  "What would he say if he heard me call you dwarf?"
 
   "But I am no dwarf, Major."
 
   "And yet I grow weary of seeing the top of your head."
 
   "I take no offense.  You are tall enough to look down on many men."
 
   "That's little consolation for me."
 
   "Then cast your gaze there."  Galton narrowed his eyes at the dark continent off the bow.  "What a place for his Lordship to meet his end.  They say it is a forsaken place.  Cursed."
 
   Lis stared at the shape on the horizon, as the top of its outline resolved into individual trees, like black teeth.  "Who says?  Pirates?  Madmen?"
 
   "Survivors," Galton said flatly. 
 
   Lis grinned at the old man's drama.  "Those days are gone.  There are communities there now.  Towns on the coast."
 
   Galton made a sour face.  "Because they dare not venture inland.  What of the beasts?  The birds that can pluck up a horse as if it were a beetle?  I know not what a four-legged hill is, but I do not like the sound of it.  And what of the green men?  Vivets, in the local dialect, if I am correct.  Not men at all, it is said.  Few have seen them and lived."
 
   "I've no interest in the wildlife."
 
   "Pray it takes no interest in you."
 
   "I am only after one thing."
 
   "And what a thing.  Have you asked yourself how this creature, this Simon Jones, could have bested your brother?"
 
   Lis didn't know, but she suspected, and that suspicion grew bitter roots in her heart.  "Guile.  No one could beat Tyrus in a fight."
 
   Galton leaned close, and his eyes were intense under gray brows.  "Rumors abound that this Jones character runs with the green men.  That he has allies among them."
 
   Lis didn't care to hear of dangers.  There were too many – to hear them enumerated grew tedious.  "I have no interest in the obstacles.  My attention is on the prize."
 
   "That is the source of my fear for you, my... Major.  You've had a capacity for single-minded focus since you were small enough to sit on my knee.  But you can miss a detail, now and then."  Galton looked back to the looming continent, and his voice became even more grim.  "This is no place to miss a detail."
 
   Lis didn't like it when Galton brought up her childhood.  It softened her will, and took the steel out of her spine.  She couldn't stay angry at him.  
 
   But he knew the difficulties she faced every day, as a woman – a Lady – in her position.  Any other woman of her station would be confined to a palace, kept safe from the danger of so much as a scar, lest her wedding to the son of some neighboring Duke be thwarted and some trade agreement jeopardized.  Lis could live the way she did, riding, fighting, and collaring criminals, because of her sheer competence.  She was as strong, and twice as fast, as any man on the force.  The Royal Guard could not do without her, and no one in the world had the rank – or the strength – to lock her in a tower.
 
   But that meant she couldn't slip.  Not once.
 
   She would bring her brother's murderer to justice.  The odds against success simply made the task more essential.  Simon Jones stood no chance.
 
   She reached past her right ear, until her fingers touched the leather grip on the handle of the weapon on her back.  "I have my old mace.  You have the stiletto and the amulet.  We'll be able to deal with any details, no matter how sharp their claws."
 
   Galton's fingers touched the amulet at his neck, a deeply translucent crystal that looked like quartz, but was not.  "Suppose we merely get lost?"
 
   The brightening gloom revealed an inlet, where the water was flat enough to reflect the twilight sky, though the inlet's far shore was too dark to see.  Driftwood Bay, as the local maps proclaimed.  The quartermaster had sought to avoid Keelkicker Shallows, so the ship should reach Deer Cove soon.  It would dock at Fort Inconvenience and from that moment forward, she and Galton would be on their own.
 
   Lis considered Galton's question.  "We'll hire a guide.  Will that suit you, dwarf?"
 
   "A fine idea, my Lady."
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
   Tiberius Bogg had reckoned he'd seen everything.  That was before he'd found pemmican.  It was a simple enough recipe, just jerky, shredded and with plenty of gristle, mixed with ripe berries and mashed near to paste.  It kept well, and a moderate supply would probably keep him alive through a whole winter.  That aside, it tasted so good he could feel it in his toes.  He leaned against a tree at the edge of a clearing, ignored the fine morning air and all the bustle and hullabaloo around him, and ate his pemmican fingerload after fingerload, grinning like a mule in a briar patch.
 
   Maybe it was just because Bogg had been hungry.  He'd had sour luck with his traps, and had missed a few meals.  It was nigh on two days since he'd eaten.  Such a thing weren't no matter – Bogg had faired worse in earlier times – but now, his full belly served to put him in a fine mood.  Coming here had been a right smart decision.
 
   He swallowed the last bit and turned his attention to the noise and action that lay before him.  This clearing, by Horse Creek where it branched off of Green River, was the setting for the Two-Dog Mountain Rendezvous, a yearly gathering for every coneybuck catcher, squirrel turner, and mountain man this side of the Starry Mountains.  There had to be forty or more bearded and buckskin-clad folk here, jawing and palavering, singing ditties and drinking swamp dew, and swapping skins for food and needments off of supply wagons drove up here by traders from Fort Inconvenience.
 
   Bogg had never come to the Rendezvous before.  Crowds, even crowds of wilder folk like him, had never held much fascination.  He always seemed to be in the wrong part of the woods come Rendezvous, or in the right part but in no need of supplies.  Now, he wished he'd stopped by earlier, since they had such marvelous fare as pemmican.
 
   He sized up his fellow mountain men.  More than half were younger than he; less than half were older.  Most were cleaner.  Bogg's beard was longer than most, but still blond.  He saw hats made from every critter from beaver to fox to coneybuck – most were less wore out than his own raccoon-skin cap he’d made last year.  At least his still had its ringtail hanging in back.  
 
   A pair of folks caught Bogg's eye, on account of how they stood out from the rest – an old man and young woman who wore no skins, but rather were dressed up in fine trappings of the old country.  He wore a robe of brown cloth, with its hood thrown back, and she had on chain mail armor.
 
   Damn, Bogg thought.  Algolans.
 
   She was a sight!  A head taller than the feller, and strong-looking.  If she'd squared off with a bear, Bogg would put money on the bear... but not much.  She carried a steel club on her back that looked like it could crack somebody's head open like a raw egg.  The little gray-headed feller followed her about, and he looked tired, his cloak weather-stained, like they'd been traveling for some days.  Bogg judged that to be true enough – they surely were a long way from home.  She, though, looked fine, not tired at all.  In fact she strutted like a rooster in tall oats, strong and easy.
 
   Algolans were a rare enough sight on the coast, and the Rendezvous was hell-and-gone from there.  What were these two doing so far inland?  Bogg didn't care much for Algolans, a prejudice he felt no shame over, since it was a common enough sentiment in Mira.  And the feeling was mutual – folks from the old country looked on Mirans as nothing but crooks and exiles and lost souls, sorrier than a sheep tick in a tar barrel.
 
   "This party," said a gruff voice beside him, "draws all types, don't it?"
 
   Another weed-bender had sauntered up to Bogg without his notice.  This feller looked poor off – no hat and no shoes.  His trousers ended in shreds mid-calf, and his calloused toes flexed, crunching the grass.  He carried no firelock and no knife.  Just a sizeable walking stick in one hand and a canvas sack over his shoulder.  He was not especially tall, and thin as a rail, but he was a sight cleaner than Bogg, especially his hair and beard, which were soft-looking and dark brown as marsh mud, with not a grizzled hair to be seen.  "Not that I mind," he said.  "I like the variety."
 
   Bogg grunted.
 
   The feller stuck out his hand.  "Name's John Chapman.  Though I'm called other things from time to time."
 
   Bogg briefly gripped the man's hand with his own grimy paw.  "Name's Bogg.  Me too."
 
   Chapman squinted at the Algolan pair.  "They're a source of gossip, I'm sure.  Besides watching them, there's nothing to watch but everyone else watching them."
 
   Bogg checked the crowds and sure enough, aside from three mountain men shooting firelocks on the far side of the field, everybody was sneaking glances at the Algolans.
 
   Chapman was grinning.  "Maybe I'll wander over and speak howdy."
 
   The tip of Bogg's tongue found the gap where a tooth used to be, and worried it.  "If you trouble trouble," he said, "trouble will trouble you right back.  Algolans are bad luck."
 
   "I find I can make my own luck.  Half the time, anyway."  Chapman pulled at the sack on his shoulder, resettling it.  "Getting a chance to say hello to strange folk is why I wander by when these shindigs happen.  Otherwise, life is just an exercise in food and shelter."
 
   Bogg's eyes narrowed.  "You sound like you like people."
 
   Chapman glanced at the hot blue sky, pondering.  "I reckon I do.  Though it hadn't occurred to me before."
 
   "Fur trapping is a hard life for such a body."
 
   "Any life is a hard life, otherwise."
 
   Bogg's jaw worked back and forth.  He was developing a distaste for John Chapman.  The man hadn't meant to, but he was pushing Bogg to cast back over the last year to memories of Simon Jones.
 
   After their trek back from the Hestern Sea, Simon had no desire to see Fort Sanctuary again.  Instead, he and Bogg returned to the greenies that lived in the forests around Deadreckoning Peak.  Simon's faithful steed, Hummock, joined a herd of her own kind, and Simon set himself to the task of sussing out the green man language.  
 
   That had held no appeal for Bogg, and it weren't a month before his feet got to itching.  Bogg wondered how the swimming was at Hottencold Lake, how crowded the downs of coneybucks had grown at the Slumbering Hills, and whether the creeks at the Thirty-Mile Woods had borne any fur-bearing trout.  
 
   So Bogg lit out.  Simon stayed with his green friends.  That had been nigh on a year back.  Bogg had found that, traveling alone, the swimming at Hottencold Lake was too cold, the Slumbering Hills were full of six-pointers, and not a trout could be found, furred or otherwise, in the creeks that season.  He had not realized, up until now, how hollow life had seemed without the pup to talk to.
 
   "You all right there, Bogg?" John Chapman asked.  "You went all quiet."
 
   Bogg roused himself to his surroundings.  "I don't care for people, myself.  I prefer to weed my own row."
 
   Now it was Chapman who had gone quiet.  He stared at the treeline across the field, where three fellers with firelocks took turns loading and shooting at an empty jug set on a stump.  None of them had managed to hit it yet... which was one of the reasons Bogg had never bothered with firelocks his own self.  Chapman's eyes narrowed at the trees beyond that jug.   Bogg followed that gaze, and thought he saw something moving among those trees.  
 
   Something large.
 
   "Good land," said Chapman.  "What sort of livestock is that?"
 
   It surged among the trees and burst out, knocking over the jug.  It had four legs and a tail, all thick and lined with spikes, and a head square as a block.  It galloped fast as a horse, but was a fair sight larger, and its body was covered with thin, loose lizard scales that moved and stood up like green hair.
 
   Bogg had seen plenty of fearsome critters in his travels, and his chin jutted forward bitterly when he recognized this thing.  Some called them mountain gators, and that was apt enough.  But they were more commonly called hodags.  They weren't the biggest beasts in Mira, but they were the meanest and the treacherousest.
 
   It waded into the men with the firelocks, swinging its head.  They never had a chance.  Between the fangs hanging from each side of its upper jaw and the upward-curving horns behind each eye like the horns of a steer, all three men fell in a mess of blood before they could cry out, let alone get off a shot.
 
   The whole field of mountain men set to scrambling – either away from the thing, to get safe – or toward it, to get a shot in, depending on each man's nature.
 
   Bogg strode toward it, his upper lip curling.  He hated hodags.
 
   But the infernal thing wouldn't stay still.  It bolted every which way, dodging the men who closed on it, and chasing the men who ran.  In all the fracas, Bogg suddenly found himself face to face with the creature.  Its yellow eyes had blobs for pupils, like the eyes of a goat.  Godzooks, but it was ugly as a mud fence.
 
   Against that onslaught of horns and fangs, Bogg drew his own weapon: a dagger at his belt – no ordinary knife, but rather the curved white canine of a sabertooth cat, fixed to a handle of carved deer antler.  All manner of living things in Mira bore surprising traits, and the sabertooth was no exception.  Its fangs, longer than a man's hand and wickedly serrated on the back edge, could cut through anything, including steel, and Bogg's knife had passed every test he'd put it through.
 
   Bogg reared to swing, but the hodag slapped him upside the head with the curve of a horn, and Bogg found himself on his back.  The thing stabbed down at him with its fangs–
 
   And was knocked sideways by a blow from the outlander woman's steel club.  The hodag blinked its goat eyes and shuffled back, but she feathered into it, swinging two-handed and hollering some Algolan war cry, landing two more hits that rang off its horns.  It snapped at her club, missed, and bounded in retreat halfway across the field, out of her range.
 
   She was running after it before Bogg could pick himself up off the grass.
 
   The thing swatted another mountain man with the hooked claws on its foreleg, jumped at a group of fellers that managed to scatter clear, and stormed after John Chapman.  He dropped his walking stick and held his shoulder sack like a panicky shield, and the hodag slashed its horns at him, laying Chapman flat out and shredding the sack in an explosion of red.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
   Lis roared and ran after the monster, whirling her mace over her head.
 
   Where was Galton?  She had lost track of him in the chaos.
 
   The absurd beast seemed to thrive on the madness.  It darted from victim to victim, striking and running.  It was no dragon, she was certain.  It was too small, and no dragon had such an ostentatious array of barbs and horns.  The thing was all Miran – nothing like it back home.  She closed on its thick tail, and brought her mace down on the base of its spine.
 
   It yelped from the blow and whipped about to face her, so quickly that she had no time to parry.
 
   One of the mountain men leapt into its path.  He was large and grimy with a blond beard and a raccoon hat, armed only with a knife made from a long, curved animal tooth.  He swung as the monster reared its head at her.
 
   His knife sheared off the monster's horn halfway along its length.  As the horn spun away like a boomerang, the mountain man grunted, made a fist with his free hand, and punched the beast in the eye.
 
   It stumbled back, whimpering.  Then it bellowed and sprang away, tearing into the line of wagons at one end of the field.  The man with the knife gave chase.  Lis was about to follow when a hand closed on her shoulder.
 
   "Major!" Galton hissed.
 
   "Stay out of the way, Galton!"
 
   "This is not our fight.  We should conserve our resources.  And our lives."
 
   Lis pulled out of his grip.  "I won't let some monster kill these people."
 
   "This land is full of monsters – or hadn't you heard?"
 
   The wagons were no match for the Miran beast.  They were smashed to the ground, one by one.  Lis turned on Galton.  "Do something!"
 
   Galton held up his hands.  His only weapon was the stiletto at his belt.  "What would you like?  A blast of hellfire?  A bolt of lightning?"
 
   Lis eyed the fragile amulet, glinting on its chain around his neck.  "The crystal."
 
   "Waste the amulet?"  Galton's eyes widened in horror and he clutched the crystal protectively.  "This is a weapon of last resort."
 
   "Galton!  Smash it."
 
   He shook his head firmly.  "I'll not unleash the thing in this crystal because of a chance encounter with local wildlife!"
 
   Damn his stubbornness – in his effort to be cautious he endangered them both.  "Then," she said, "I'll have to fight on with this."  She raised her mace and ran for the wagons.
 
   She passed the mountain man with the knife, lying in the grass.  Lis didn't stop to see if he was all right.  She reached the monster as it attacked a horse harnessed to one of the last wagons.  As the horse screamed in terror and the beast bared its fangs, Lis brought her mace down on its head.  The force of the impact jolted up her arms, and the beast stopped.  It turned and struck her with its tail, and she went sprawling.
 
   She dizzily spat grass from her mouth, and heard Galton's distant voice.
 
   He was singing.  Was she losing consciousness?  Dreaming of her childhood?
 
   She sat up, and saw Galton gesturing in the ways of the ancients, arms wide, and his voice touched upon a note of power.  He was casting, the fool!  Lis was no thaumaturge, but she knew enough to recognize the vocal runes of fire.  As a girl, she had seen Galton strike a flame at the top of a lighthouse at sunset while he stood on the beach below.
 
   But the fiery arrow did not appear.  Lis could feel the magic bend and twist, go wrong, its energy misdirected.  The grass at Galton's feet burst into flame, and he leapt back.
 
   Of course it didn't work.  This was Mira, after all.
 
   The accursed animal turned and stared, the burning grass reflected in its yellow eyes.  It bounded after Galton.  
 
   Lis struggled to her feet and ran, a choked cry escaping her lips.  She couldn't catch the monster in time.  Helpless, she saw Galton stagger back and draw the stiletto from his belt.  
 
   But too late.  The beast swung its head at him and its fangs did their work.  Galton bled and fell.
 
   Lis screamed.  All the years he had cared for her seemed to die in her memory as well, and her scream rose, sharp and hopeless.
 
   The demonic horror turned and watched her, entranced... and lunged for her.
 
   Lis raised her mace.  She would crush its skull with this blow, or she would join Galton.
 
   The mountain man appeared beside her, and as the foul beast swung its fangs at her, he leaned toward it and slashed at the part of its neck exposed by its missing horn.  "'Scuse me," he muttered to her as his bone knife melted into the monster's throat.  
 
   The abhorrent creature trembled and rumbled out a growl, wet and gurgling.  As it hesitated, she dealt it a final blow between its demonic eyes, and felt its skull crack and yield through the handle of her mace.  The monster's forelegs collapsed under it, and its body slumped.
 
   The man's knife had lodged in its neck.  He yanked it out and stood over the dead beast, surveying the bloody chaos of the field.  "I hate hodags," he said with a sigh, to no one in particular.
 
   Lis rushed to Galton.  He lay still, his body broken but peaceful.  There was nothing she could do for him.  "Galton," she sobbed.  He had died trying to protect her.  Why hadn't she been able to protect him?
 
   And what now?  She was alone on Mira.  Perhaps she should return to Algolus and tell Father of Galton's death.  The family would want to know.
 
   The amulet hung loose around Galton's neck, its pale hard facets catching the sun and revealing an interior that was almost lavender.  She must not lose track of that.  Lis slipped the amulet off him.  The stiletto, likewise, held unique power.  She picked it up from where it lay in the grass.
 
   As she held them, she knew she couldn't go home to her family while her brother Tyrus was unavenged.  If she did, what would Galton's death mean then?  No, she would press on, even without her companion and protector.  She owed her brother that.
 
   Everywhere, people rushed to care for the wounded.  There was little mourning for the dead besides her own.  This was a conference of nomads.  They knew little of each other, she guessed, besides the common danger each lived with.  There was a grim efficiency to their tasks – three wagons were quickly repaired, and two rattled away with the wounded.  The dead were piled into the third.
 
   Lis sat in the grass next to Galton and let the activity flow around her.  Several of the men not occupied with other things came to examine the beast.  Lis did not look at them, but she heard their strange words.
 
   "Tetchous as a wet skunk.  Had the grandest time tearing through us."
 
   "Must have been all the firelocks what lured it out of the high woods."
 
   "Jupiter Pluvius!  Gives me the all-over fidges jest to look at it."
 
   "Who kilt it?  The outlander lady?  What's she doing here?"
 
   "That tall blond feller helped.  Ain't seen him before.  That's some pigsticker he's got."
 
   Lis ignored them, and wished she had been faster, wished she had struck truer blows... wished Galton was alive.
 
   #
 
   Bogg's jaw worked back and forth as he tried to wash his sabertooth knife.  Hodag blood had an unnatural color to it – sort of greenish – and over the past hour, it had acquired an unpleasant smell.  By and by, his knife cleaned up all right, though his sleeve would be greenish and stink forever.
 
   And on the topic of stink, no one volunteered any notions of what to do with the hodag.  Skinning and roasting it came to Bogg's mind, then left the same way.  The critter weren't no deer nor hog.  Eating a hodag steak might drop a feller in his tracks, or grow him some horns, or at least give him a righteous belly ache.  Bogg didn't want to try.
 
   Time enough, apart from the hodag, there was only one corpse left on the field – the Algolan wizard with the bad luck.  Everyone had seen his flaming hex turn and get the fan-tods.  That was the way of casting in these parts.  The critters owned magic on Mira, not the people.  And now, the wizard's body lay next to the peculiar woman with the steel thumping stick, and nobody wanted to tell her to give him up for the wagon loaded with the rest of the unfortunates.
 
   Bogg sighed.  Was he the only one who wasn't scared of her?
 
   She'd been sitting there for quite a spell, staring at her dead friend, or else staring at the sky just over the trees, misty-eyed and holding in the fits.  She didn't look like she had another friend in the world.
 
   It was a long mile from his nature to walk up and start jawing with an Algolan, but no one else would, and now that the hodag was dead, he felt right useless.  So he sauntered over, taking his time.  And once he stood beside her, he couldn't think of any words to say.
 
   "Sorry about your friend," was what came out.  Why'd he say that?  It weren't true, really – he didn't care that an Algolan had died.  It was one less bastard.  But the look in her eye was the saddest and brokenheartedest...
 
   It was her, he judged.  He felt sorry for her.
 
   "Thank you," she said, with an Algolan lilt.  The rings of her chain mail shone like new, despite the dirty path she must have trekked inland, and her tunic was silk dyed blue... at least, Bogg suspicioned it was silk.  He'd never seen the stuff up close.  Everything she wore looked high-pricey, as if she weren't no ordinary Algolan, but someone of station.
 
   Not that such a detail made a spot of difference to him.  Best get the talking done, he thought.  "What was his name?"
 
   She frowned at him, as if seeing him for the first time.  "Galton Emberwood."
 
   "Your uncle?"
 
   She looked solemnly at the body.  "My servant."
 
   Bogg wondered who would have a wizard for a servant.  "Ma'am... the body can't–"
 
   "Ma'am?" she snapped, her eyes locked on him.  "You may call me Lady Lisandra of Albueshire, if you wish.  Although, as I am a major in the Royal Guard of the Empire of Sept Algolus, I would prefer if you addressed my by my rank."
 
   Bogg took a minute to sift through that, and realized that it was an introduction.  He decided to be less long-winded.
 
   "Bogg." He stuck his hand out.
 
   She made a face at it, like it was a hodag turd.  Then, dainty-like, she put the tips of her fingers on his.  He closed his hand, and a split second later, she pulled her hand away – that unpleasant business done.
 
   Bogg pressed on.  "Look... Major.  Your friend needs to be taken care of."
 
   "You fought well."
 
   "I..." Bogg put the tip of his tongue to his tooth hole.  She wasn't ready to say goodbye to the feller.  "Thankee.  You, as well.  That's quite a bludgeon you carry."
 
   "It's a mace, not a bludgeon."
 
   Bogg leaned over, to see it clearly as it hung on her back.  "It's got metal blades all around.  But they ain't sharp."
 
   "Those are flanges.  The better to shatter your skull with."
 
   Bogg grinned.  This lady was on her way to becoming his favorite Algolan of all time.
 
   "Tell me something, Mr. Bogg," she said.  "Are you a traveler in these parts?"
 
   Was he?  Why, he'd only been to the Hestern Sea and back.  "I am," he said proudly.
 
   "I thought so.  I am in need of a guide.  Without..."  Her eyes fell sadly on her friend again.  "Without Galton, even more so."
 
    Bogg hesitated.  Was she offering him a job?  He wasn't so keen on that idea, on account of a job would involve work.  And this job would mean working for an Algolan.  He waved an arm across the field.  "There's a slew of old weed-benders and rabbit-twisters here who could help you, ma'am."
 
   "But I have seen you fight.  I could pay you five hundred pieces of six."
 
   Well, there was that.  Bogg tried to convert five hundred pieces of six into yellow boys, and got tangled up.  "Wait a minute.  Where are you headed?  What are you looking for?"
 
   She nodded, seeming glad of the question.  "I am in pursuit of a wanted criminal.  A murderer.  Does that alarm you?"
 
   Bogg grinned.
 
   She grinned back.  "I thought not.  The fugitive I seek is hiding deep in the wilderness.  He killed an Earl of Sept Algolus, Tyrus Jurgen, in cold blood."
 
   Something in that set in Bogg's brain, and wouldn't shake loose.  "Who did you say?"
 
   "Tyrus Jurgen," she said.
 
   Tyrus.  Bogg thought of eighteen dead bodies in Fort Sanctuary.  He thought of a golden sword that had spilled an ocean of blood.  "Tyrus..."
 
   "That's right," she said.  "My brother."
 
   "Godzooks!  Your brother?"
 
   The lady nodded, cold and determined.  "So I assure you, I will not rest until I find his killer.  And I will make it very much worth your while if you assist me in tracking down Simon Jones."
 
   On hearing her pronounce the name, Bogg's heart fell into his stomach, then crawled up into his throat.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
   Simon Jones trekked through the woods a mile aust of Deadreckoning Peak, where no thirteen-year-old boy had any business being.  The nearest human was probably a dozen miles away, although Simon wasn't sure and didn't care.  He strolled, drawing in the scent of the evergreens, checking his deadfall traps for any sign of squirrel or coneybuck.  He patrolled this stretch twice a day, walking a wide loop through the woods near the dripstone monument (or whatever it was), resetting the traps and hoping for food – for himself and for Ee.
 
   His eye searched for something else as well – a particular track, a print from an enormous humanlike foot – the track of the wild man.  Simon had not seen a single trace of the peaceful twelve-foot giant, not in the soil, not in his dreams, for over a year.  His encounters with the wild man had impressed even the vivets, and Simon had felt blessed – chosen for the visions.  Worthy.
 
   Every day, he searched for a sign, and every day, he found nothing.  And every day, he wondered why.
 
   He paused on a granite ridge a quarter-mile uphill from Deadreckoning's aust face, a steep drop to still more forest below.  So many trees... in the distance, the sun glinted on the sea beyond Driftwood Bay.  The flat horizon and vague shine from the ocean continued to the eost, to his left.  That way lay the old country, after a water voyage just long enough for a sailor's teeth to begin to loosen and his mind to begin to go soft.  Simon had no memory of Algolus.  His parents had settled in Mira when he was three.
 
   To his right lay the Starry Mountains and all of Mira.  The continent continued to the hest for more miles than he cared to remember.  He had filled four diaries on the journey with Bogg, and now, all the plains and forests and mountains felt locked away somewhere safe in his memory.
 
   Bogg–
 
   A trace of motion caught Simon's eye, low and small, not dangerous, and he didn't reach for the sword on his back.  He searched the trees, his attention tracing where the trunk of each fir and pine met the needle-strewn ground.
 
   A coneybuck crouched near a new sapling, poised on its oversized hind legs and nibbling at the bark.  Its pair of wedge-shaped front teeth carved into the sapling's green core as its long ears lay flat against the tawny fur of its back.
 
   Simon drew his sling from his shirt pocket and slipped his middle finger into its loop of vine.  The coneybuck's antlers quivered as it noticed him.  It watched him with a tiny, shining black eye.  
 
   He froze.  Simon hadn't caught anything since the day before yesterday, and he couldn't live on pine-needle soup forever.  And Ee could use the skin as well as the meat.
 
   The sapling shivered rhythmically as the coneybuck went back to shaving its bark.  Simon worked his fingers into the pocket of his trousers, pulled out a stone, and set it into the pouch of his sling.  He let the pouch swing like a pendulum from the loop on his finger.
 
   The coneybuck stopped nibbling.  Its nose wiggled, and it seemed to be contemplating the swinging motion.  Unlike the carcasses he pulled from his traps, it was imbued with life, harmless and cute... but Simon had to kill it for food.  He had the briefest wish that he could pet the softness of its fur.  
 
   Halfhearted, he set his sling spinning, the stone – a mere stone, not vivet gold – humming in a broad loop over his head.
 
   The coneybuck twitched, setting its long back feet under it, ready to spring to safety.  Simon let the sling race in another loop, and another loop.
 
   Bogg wouldn't hesitate, Simon thought.
 
   And another loop.
 
   Bogg would kill it and sing while it roasted.
 
   Simon let fly.  The coneybuck bolted as the stone snapped the sapling in half.  Missed!  A few flashes of white cottontail, and the coneybuck was gone.  Its escape meant no food and no skin for Ee to buy him more time with the vivets.  But some small place in his heart lifted to see the animal live... perhaps to see its family again.
 
   #
 
   Halfway back to his camp at the monument, Simon crossed into a gently sloping valley, created by a wash that had gone dry.  Pines sprouted from the valley floor, all less than twenty feet tall, just getting their start in life.  The hills to each side were densely covered with older trees, some near a hundred feet.  Simon liked to walk up the center of this valley because there were fewer branches and more blue sky, and he could feel the sun on his shoulders.
 
   A young tree ahead shivered and was still.  Simon stopped.  His first thought was of a bear passing through, brushing against the trees, and he drew the sword on his back.  It gleamed in the sunlight, a four-foot broadsword from the old country with a golden hilt and pommel.  He had fashioned his own scabbard out of deerskin for it, but he could never get it padded right, and the weight of the sword had worn holes in his old cotton shirt.  He had thought to throw the sword away a thousand times.  He couldn't help but hate it.. but that hatred kept him from letting it go.  Besides, it was practical.  Wielding it, Simon stood a decent chance against almost any creature on Mira.
 
   There was something familiar about the way that tree had shivered.  And the sound... he had been deep in thought, as usual, and missed it, but there had been a single knock, as if the tree had been struck.  
 
   The sword grew heavy in his grip and wavered.  He rested the flat of the blade on his shoulder and listened.
 
   A loud thock! came from the tree directly behind him.  He whirled.  The tree shivered briefly.  Simon stepped close and found a crater in its bark.  He crouched and peered into the finger-sized hole.
 
   Jammed inside was a golden marble.
 
   Simon felt a jolt of panic and ran up the valley.  Wild hooting came from the treetops.  He cut to the side, racing for the denser and older trees where there was better cover.
 
   Why would the vivets attack him?
 
   A dazzling pain crashed through his head and he fell into blackness.  The ground seemed to catch him, and he found himself sprawled out with a mouth full of dry pine needles.  He'd been hit!  His fingers probed the agony at the back of his head, and came away bloody.
 
   He should be dead, with a hole blown clear through his skull.  Why would they strike him so gently?
 
   The hooting surrounded him.  Simon picked up the sword and ran on, wobbling.  The call of the vivets faded and didn't follow.
 
   #
 
   In the midst of a heavily-forested ridge between Deadreckoning Peak and Settler's Pass lay an ancient structure Simon called the dripstone monument.  Its floor covered more than an acre and was carved from a single piece of limestone – not the native granite bedrock.  Stalagmites flowed up from the floor in patterns that made a stone maze.  At sunrise and sunset, rays fell between these smooth waves of stone, and shadows made intricate patterns that changed over the course of a year.  
 
   The vivets had been living there for as long as they could remember.  When Simon told them that it was a calendar, they didn't understand him.  They didn't have the word in their language.  So whoever built it existed long before the vivets.  And Simon had a guess who the builders might have been.
 
   His head pounded and blood tickled his neck.  He staggered from the woods onto the edge of the limestone, his scuffed boots (the same ones that had splashed on the shore of the Hestern Sea) contrasting with the tan swirling patterns in the rock.  Green patches of dandelions dotted the bases of the arches that marked the edge of the maze.  The stone held the sunlight of this spring afternoon, shining bright and warm.
 
   Simon found his old satchel tucked behind the base of one of the stalagmites.  He had bought it in Rastaban before the trip across Mira.  Its iron clasp was rusty but still held, and its worn leather had softened from so much use.  He sat beside it and fished out a shred of rabbit jerky he had smoked last week.  It was dry and leathery, but it was all he had, so he ate it quietly, as the stabbing pain in the back of his head dulled to a severe headache.
 
   Ee peeked at him from around a wall of stone.  She stood no taller than his elbow – less than last year, since he had grown and she had not.  Her skin was as green as fresh pine needles or damp moss, with the smooth sheen of polished oak.  The four fingers of her left hand rested gently on the stone as her enormous blue eyes watched him.
 
   "Tlal," he said.  They always spoke to each other in vivet.  <Your friends tried to kill me today.>
 
   <I doubt that,> she said.  Her voice was high and sweet, like birdsong.
 
   <I know.  I'd be dead, wouldn't I?  So... they were only playing?>
 
   <Today they were playing, Sahman,> she said.  <Tomorrow...>
 
   Simon didn't want to think about it.  <I would have a coneybuck for you.  But I missed.  If I had some of your slingstones – gold ones – I would have gotten it.>
 
   <Perhaps your sling is old.>  She stepped around the sunlit wall, and the light intensified the green of her skin.  Her dress of leaves had been replaced with a similar tunic of sewn squirrel, rabbit, and coneybuck skins.  A headband with delicate, backswept coneybuck antlers adorned her black hair.  <You should make a new one.  But I have not come for your tribute.>
 
   Simon had thought of his payments of meat and skins to the vivets as his rent, paying for the privilege of living so close to the fabled green men of Mira.  But what else would bring Ee here?
 
   Simon sat up.  <You have news?  Has one of the vivets had a vision?>
 
   <Of the wild man?  No, Sahman.> she said.  <Not yesterday, not today.  Perhaps not again for many years.  We vivets...>
 
   <Are closer to him than I am.  Than any human is.  You live here, at the monument.>
 
   <This place has power.  We can feel it.>  She stepped back, a hand over one eye.  <But we don't know that these stones are his.  We don't know who built them.>
 
   Simon rose to his feet.  <Who else could understand the sun and the seasons well enough to place the stalagmites?  Who else could have carried a thousand-ton limestone foundation to the top of a mountain?  It had to be the giants, the wild people.  This monument is the key to finding them.>
 
   <Sahman...>
 
   <I have to find the wild man again, Ee.  I have to.>
 
   <Why?  Don't you miss the humans?  Why not go back to your people?>
 
   Simon wished he could explain.  The wild man had come to him in a dream and shown him the danger Mira faced from Tyrus Jurgen and the rest of the Algolans.  Then the wild man had given Simon the gift of vivet speech, and Simon had been able to stop Tyrus...
 
   Simon had saved the wild man's life.  Nothing else had mattered after that.  Even during those freezing nights when Simon had crossed the Starry Mountains with Bogg and Hummock, Simon had listened for the wild man's call.  He had searched for tracks every morning, but found nothing but pristine snow.
 
   Simon leaned against the smooth stone, his body settling into its curve.  <Then what brings you here, Ee?>
 
   <The vivets have decided to no longer accept tribute from you.  You must leave.>
 
   Simon felt a chill of dread.  <Leave?>
 
   <If the other vivets find you here tomorrow, they will not treat you as gently as they did today.>
 
   He had nowhere to go.  <But why?>
 
   <You are not a vivet, Sahman.  You are still a human, and you have killed a human yourself.  This makes the vivets nervous.>
 
   <That's not fair!  I only did as they would!>
 
   <You have killed your own kind.  So the vivets don't trust you.>
 
   Simon knew the time would come someday.  <But Ee, what about Ahm?  I avenged your...> husband, Simon was about to say, but there was no word for that in vivet.
 
   She looked askance at him, a vivet nod.  <And I am grateful.>  Her green fingers found her necklace – a string of shells and seeds – and caressed a walnut half-shell there.  All vivets wore a necklace, a personal history symbolized by the objects on the string.  All began with an acorn, representing birth (or hatching, or sprouting, Simon still wasn't sure).  The walnut on Ee's necklace represented when she met Ahm.  Simon wished he could learn the words to talk about him, but that side of vivet life might forever elude his human perspective.
 
   Something new on Ee's necklace caught his eye, something small and white.  He stepped closer. 
 
   It was a human tooth.  Simon recoiled.  
 
   <Sahman?> Ee touched her necklace.  Her fingers found the tooth.  <This?>
 
   Simon swallowed and pointed.  <Whose is that?>
 
   <I don't know,> she said.  <It's just a symbol.>
 
   <But it had to belong to somebody!>
 
   She raised a hand, fingers spread, calming.  <Vivets kill many humans, Sahman.  It could have been anyone's.>
 
   Simon put his hand to his mouth and tried to think.  What was a human tooth doing on her necklace?  <Symbol of what?>
 
   Ee held him with her steady, blue-eyed gaze.  <It stands for the day I met a human.  It stands for you.>
 
   Simon had earned a place in the permanent history of Ee's life.  His revulsion faded.  Still, the tooth – a smooth, square molar with roots attached – haunted him.
 
   <It makes no difference, though,> she said.  <Please go.  I don't want to see you die.>
 
   <But where?>
 
   <Back to your own kind, of course.>
 
   Simon couldn't take his eyes off that tooth.  It didn't disgust or frighten him, not any more.  But there was something about it.  The tooth was a word now, in the vivet language.  Vivets had no writing – an unthinkable notion for the son of a printer.  But they had a way to record their thoughts, their stories...
 
   And Simon had it!
 
   He stepped close to Ee.  <I'll go.  But I need something from you.>
 
   <Anything,> Ee said.  <What is it?>
 
   <Do you remember telling me about the Library of Charms?  The storehouse of vivet knowledge?>  If the vivets had any clues about the wild man, they might be there.
 
   Ee hesitated.  <It is hidden.>
 
   <Show me.>
 
   <I mean it is not for humans.>
 
   <Ee...>  Simon gazed into the blue pools of her eyes.  <I will find the wild man again.  If not here, then there.>
 
   Ee let out a long sigh.  It wasn't a common vivet expression, and Simon had to wonder if she had picked it up from him.  <We must prepare.>
 
   <You'll come with me?>
 
   <I'll go with you.  You may not return.>
 
   Simon let out his own sigh.  <Thank you.>
 
   <We pack,> she said.  <Supplies and food, lots of food.  And the sword.  Don't you dare leave that thing here.>
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
   Bogg had told the Algolan to pound sand, but politely, without letting on that he knew Simon Jones.  Then he wandered here and there in the field, leaving her behind, to have a think on it.  She was tough as nails – he had seen that already – and turning her loose would like as not send her straight to Simon.  And how would the pup fare when this woman and her steel club chanced upon him?  That scrawny lad knew how to read books and suchlike, but defend hisself?  Surely no.  That woman would be on him like a hound on a ham hock, and truly clean his plow.
 
   Bogg tried to keep his eyes off the stains of blood in the grass, spilled by the hodag.  Each dark spot seemed a harkening to Simon's future.  By and by, Bogg sauntered back over to the lady, letting a scheme hatch in his mind.
 
   The lady hadn't budged from her spot.  She sat, legs folded, back straight as a post, by the dead wizard, murmuring something under her breath that bore the sound of an Algolan prayer.  Bogg's mind was made up about his course, so he waited like a stone until she finished.
 
   Then she stopped her whisper and rose, but just as Bogg opened his mouth, she strode over to the hodag's carcass.  She stepped on the thing's one good horn, cranking its head to the side, and with a little silver-bladed knife and a good bit of yanking, pulled out one of the larger teeth, root and all.
 
   As she turned it in her hand to look it over, she spied him.  "Mr. Bogg."
 
   “Major.”  Bogg tried to keep the scowl off his face.  There weren't many things that could bring worse luck, he judged, than a hodag tooth.  
 
   "A trophy," she said.  "For Galton's family.  Perhaps it will help them to know some measure of peace."
 
   Bogg's jaw worked back and forth as he studied how to express an opinion on that.  By and by, he gave up and changed the subject.  "If you like, I'll load your friend onto the wagon.  He'll get a burial decent as the rest."
 
   "Bury... Dwarf..." she muttered, "with Mirans..."
 
   Bogg wasn't sure if he'd caught that right.  "What's that you say?"
 
   "No.  I'll do it."  And she scooped up the wizard in her arms like a sack of grain and carried him to the wagon.  Bogg watched her go, duly impressed, and the notion that she would find Simon if left to her own resources set more firmly in Bogg's mind.  On her return, he said, "I've been thinking on your offer.  Does it still stand?"
 
   She nodded.  "Indeed, it does."
 
   "Then I'll take you up on it.  Five hundred pieces of six gets you to..." Bogg hesitated.  "This Simon Jones feller."
 
   "Excellent."
 
   "Now, the way won't be easy."
 
   "I expect not."
 
   "This is Mira, you know."
 
   Her eyes narrowed slightly.  "I am aware of that."
 
   "Where did you say he runs?"
 
   "He was last seen in Rastaban.  But there are rumors of him having allegiance with the vivets."
 
   "Greenies, eh?" Bogg raised his eyebrows.  "That means traveling quite a piece from here."
 
   "As I expected."
 
   "The greenies live in the deep and piney woods.  Where the hoot owl hollers at noon."
 
   "I'm not..." she frowned at him.  "Excuse me?"
 
   "The hoot owl," he said.  "On account of the woods being so deep and dark, the owls can't tell day from night."
 
   She cleared her throat impatiently.  "I see."
 
   A grin pulled at Bogg's lips, and he fought against it heroically, trying to look serious.  He was already imagining the merry chase he would lead this lady on.  He was going to wear her plumb out.  He would never see those five hundred pieces, but if he had his way, she would never see the pup.  What would she see?  A whole set of landmarks from here to Boiling Coffee Springs came to Bogg's mind–
 
   "We should begin immediately," she said.
 
   "Indeedy!  We'll lay on supplies and head out."  A distance away, near the tree line, someone caught Bogg's eye.
 
   It was Chapman, alive and well.  Bogg left the Major where she stood.  "By jings, Chapman!  I saw you go down in a heap.  Thought you were dead."
 
   "Not a scratch," Chapman said.  He glanced skyward.  "Thank the Old Master.  My sack took the blow for me, and died a noble death."  He pointed to his shredded sack lying at the base of a tree.  From here to there and all around, apples lay scattered, ripe and bright red.
 
   "A sack of apples, eh?" Bogg asked.  "That's what I saw fly everywhere.  In all the ruction, I thought it might have been your guts, no offense."
 
   "I don't care for furs."  Chapman shrugged, like he was setting forth an apology.  "I'd ruther pick an apple than skin a beaver, any day of the week."
 
   Bogg nodded thoughtfully.  "I reckon the beavers appreciate that."
 
   "And finding a new sack won't prove much of a challenge, not here.  I'll jest gather my apples and be on my way."
 
   "Seems we both faired better than plenty of folks here."
 
   Chapman sighed.  "That we did.  Truly sad, all of it.  I never would have thought that the beastie could kill as many as it did.  After all, these men had the hair of the bear.  But it made no difference.”
 
   Bogg nodded grimly.  Every one of the victims had been a seasoned mountain man, sturdy as a brick chimney.  “It don’t matter how tough men are if they git caught unawares like that.”
 
   “And yet, here I stand.”  Chapman made a sour face.  “Don't seem fair."
 
   "I won't knock good fortune.  You made your own luck today."
 
   The Major caught up to them.  "Mr. Bogg.  I thought we had settled on our course of action."
 
   Chapman turned to her respectfully.  "I saw your friend fall, ma'am.  A real shame."
 
   She regarded him warily.  "It is a shame."
 
   "Watch where you step, Major," Bogg said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "The apples."
 
   "We have many miles to cover, Mr. Bogg."
 
   Bogg wasn't about to let an opportunity to stall slip past him.  "That we do.  And we'll be on our way.  Jest as soon as we help gather up all these apples for my friend here."
 
   #
 
   After that task was done, it was getting on to dark and Bogg tried to talk the Major into riding back to Fort Inconvenience, so they could get a fresh start the next morning.  The suggestion made her a bit tetchy.  "We ride on, starting this evening.  I don't want to lose a day."
 
   "You want to ride at night?" Bogg asked.
 
   She stared needles at him.  "Afraid?"
 
   Bogg grinned.  "Can't say that I am.  It's less easy to find my way is all."
 
   "We need to cover ground, not follow a precise track."
 
   "As you say.  We'll need horses, then."
 
   "I bought two in Fort Inconvenience.  You'll take Galton's."
 
   The Rendezvous was the perfect place to gather truck for a journey, and gather Bogg did: potatoes, bacon, samp, boiled and salted venison, and suchlike needments.  Bogg loaded a smidge more pemmican, then he picked out some woolens, deciding on the spot that he'd lead her to some altitude, sooner or later.  The Major picked out an oil-burning lantern, and against Bogg's advice, bought herself a firelock and a bag of powder and shot.
 
   "Ever shoot one of those before?" he asked.
 
   "No."  She set the wooden stock against her shoulder and admired the black length of the barrel, aiming, Bogg judged, at some imaginary thunderbird.  "But I've always wanted to try.  You?"
 
   "I don't care for machinery such as that.  I can be loud and miss my target all on my own."
 
   "I'll hold on to it, then."
 
   "You do that."  With any luck, she'd blow off her big toe or something, and Bogg could call an end to this misadventure early.  
 
   The horses the Major had in mind seemed to have forgotten all about the hodag.  They grazed near the middle of the field, chomping noisily at the dry grass.  The Major loaded her truck, including her new firelock, in the saddlebags of a fine-looking golden palomino with white belly spots.  That left a black-eared pinto for Bogg.  He looked it over, and looked it over again, then he stopped to wonder what he was looking for.  
 
   Well, a wizard had ridden it.  Maybe it had picked up a hex from him, clinging to it like a burr.  Bogg thought on it, stuck his jaw forward and decided he weren't that superstitious.  Then he clumb on and rode aust, with the Major right behind.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
   Lis gradually came to realize that the path to Simon Jones would be a long one.  She already regretted hiring her new guide.  He held no grasp of her urgency, and let Galton's mare pick its way along a rutted wagon road, away from Fort Inconvenience, where she and Galton had come.  Mr. Bogg did not move or speak as they rode, and her gaze settled onto the raccoon tail of his fur hat as it swayed over his mud-stained buckskin coat.  She imagined that, at a horse length behind, she could smell him.
 
   The afternoon slipped closer to evening, and sun's rays no longer cut through the branches overhead.  She passed occasional tilled fields along the road, but these quickly became rare.  Then the woods seemed to envelope her.  Lis caught glimpses of distant hills through breaks and clearings in the trees, and saw more trees beyond.  All was forest.
 
   The steady gait of the horses lulled her.  She had ridden through the wilds outside her family's estate in Algolus, even when she was a little girl.  There, the farmland stretched for miles, with rare patches of lowland forest.  There was still wild country, especially in the mountains – but not like this.  
 
   She wondered about the small dragon – the hodag, what a ridiculous word – she had killed today.  How common were such creatures?  They couldn't be everywhere, or these Miran settlers would never get a moment's rest.  Still... she remembered the wall of sharpened posts that surrounded the entire community of Fort Inconvenience, like some of the ancient stone castles and keeps in Algolus.  But there were no invading armies to fend off here.  Was the hodag the worst Mira could serve?  What else might lurk in these woods?
 
   That's what her guide was for.  "Mr. Bogg?" she called.
 
   He jolted.  "Eh?"  The fool had been dozing on his horse.
 
   "That creature today," she said.  "Was it typical of the wildlife we may see?"
 
   He twisted around to look at her, and she saw, along with his tangled blond beard and sun-tanned face, his blue eyes... twinkling.
 
   "Can't say it is," he said.  "I've only seen a hodag once before, and it was about as big a problem as this one was."  He watched the trees drift past as his horse ambled along.  "Otherwise, no unicorns, nor trolls, nor goblins, nor most critters as what you might find in the old country.   No dragons – as a rule.  There is one thing to be careful about."
 
   "And what's that?"
 
   "You might hear noises behind you – rustling sort of noises – but nothing will be there when you look.  Such a thing may go on for a spell.  If it does, say so."
 
   Lis wasn't sure what sort of creature that added up to.  "I shall."
 
   "And whatever you do, don't be scared."
 
   She felt hot fury color her cheeks, but she held her tongue.  The insult seemed unintended.  "I assure you, I won't be."
 
   "Fear will draw it like bait.  Such a critter is called a hidebehind in these parts.  I don't have direct knowance of it, but I've heard the tales.  If we meet one, we'll die.  But don't let that trouble you.  It ain't likely."
 
   She narrowed her eyes, unsure what to think.  "I shall be on my guard."
 
   He gave her a quick nod and faced forward.
 
   "What about vivets?"
 
   "Green men," he called, not turning.  "Not as dangersome as a hidebehind.  But nearly."
 
   "I understand they are very small."
 
   A grinding sort of chuckle came from Mr. Bogg's direction.  He turned to face her again, grinning, and she could see the gap left by a missing tooth.  "Very small, eh?" he said.
 
   She nodded firmly.  "Small as children."
 
   He shrugged.  "Rattlesnakes are small.  And won't hurt you, so long as you stay out of their way.  Greenies are the same."
 
   "But we can't stay out of their way."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Not if we are to find Simon Jones."
 
   Mr. Bogg looked to the trees again, and slowly drew his hand down over his beard, straightening it.  "That's so."
 
   And he told her stories of tiny people with skin as green as the skin of a lime, part animal and part plant, who could move faster than the eye could trace.  They rode all manner of wild beasts, climbed trees as easily as she might stroll a well-worn path, and their weapons...
 
   "Slings?” she said.  “That's all?"
 
   "That's enough.  No ordinary stones in those slings.  Rather, pellets of pure gold."
 
   "Gold?"  Lis had a jewelry box in her bedchamber, back in the capitol of Sept Algolus, carved from polished ebony, with a substantial collection of gold rings and pendants.  She didn't like wearing the rings.  Pure gold was too heavy – the weight of the rings distracted her.  Heavier than lead, she realized.  If the slinger was strong enough, gold slingstones would do startling damage to an enemy.  "Where do they get the gold?"
 
   Mr. Bogg made a sour face.  "You're an Algolan, all right."
 
   Lis felt the sting of insult a second time, and she inhaled sharply.  "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "It means you ain't the first to ask the question.  Plenty have gone and got themselves killed trying to answer it.  The greenies ain't people, but they are plenty smart, and plenty old.  They've got their tricks, that's for sure."
 
   #
 
   It was nigh on midnight before the Major called for stopping.  The night had swallered up the forest, and Bogg could only see little patches of the old road in front of them, made silver by the stars of Diana the Hunter above.
 
   Bogg was fit to be tied.  He hated traveling after dark, and only did it when he wanted to catch something, or perhaps when he wanted to avoid being caught.  He did an admirable job of keeping his mouth shut though, playing the part of the hired lackey as best he knew how.  But by jings!  His back teeth were grinding themselves sore.
 
   At least it weren't freezing.  This near the coast, and late spring, the air more nibbled at his skin than ferociously bit.  At the patch where the Major called a halt, a stream crossed the road, no more than boot-deep.  Bogg judged it was Winter Wash, downstream from Laundry Lake, deeper than usual but not surprising on account of the heavy snow last winter.
 
   The Major led her palomino into a little meadow at the roadside.  “We rest until dawn,” she declared.
 
   She stepped down off her horse and unpacked her saddlebags.  As she struck flint to light her lantern, Bogg watched her from his horse.  He studied that she had held up well from the day's ride.  Maybe she was only stopping to give him a rest.  She was all oak and iron bound, that was certain, tough as splintercat skin.  
 
   He'd caught glimpses of her throughout the day.  She had a genuine shortage of scars and marks of disease, and stood as tall as he did, which he judged as a sign of the decent vittles she'd had growing up as royalty in the old country.  Her hair was smooth and long and just a few shades darker than the palomino's mane, and a pleasure to look at.
 
   She just didn't set right with him.  Somebody so well off in life shouldn't be so damn tough.  Somebody so tough shouldn't be so handsome.  Bogg couldn't get his head clear of it.
 
   The lantern threw yellow light into the trees.  Beyond the yellow lay sheer black, enough to hide any critter that might care to sneak up on them.  Bogg judged the lantern to be poor strategy generally, but now, he was more than ready for a tussle.  Let the woods cough up their worst.  That would give the impression he wanted the lady to get.  That way, she'd know up front what she was in for.  Maybe she'd give up early and spare the pup all the trouble she aimed to bring him.
 
   "Fire?" he asked.
 
   "It's not cold," she said.  "Eat, and get some sleep."
 
   He stepped off his own pinto, gave its nose a pat, pulled the saddlebags, and set it to grazing.  Then he satisfied himself with a few bites of venison and a raw potato, saving his pemmican for another day.  
 
   The Major slipped out of the leather harness that held her bludgeon on her back, pulled off that royal blue silk tunic, folded it, and lay it on the harness to keep it off the ground.  She lifted her coat of chain over her head, and it fell heavy with a sound like a poke of coins.  Under it, she wore a sort of long-sleeved, high-collared woven coat.  Her chain leggings came off the same way, and she wore tight-fitting trousers under those.  She stretched and rolled her head on her shoulders, letting out a heavy breath, like she was happy to be out of all that metal.
 
   Bogg couldn't blame her.  He wouldn't touch the stuff, his own self.  There were plenty of critters that armor wouldn't make a difference against, so all it did was slow you down and make you feel protected when you weren't.  Among mountain men such as hisself, it was a common enough notion that armor was for talkers, not fighters, folks who were all gurgle, no guts.
 
   She spotted him looking at her, stopped moving and gave him an ornery glare.  Bogg wouldn't give under that kind of pressure, so he stared right back, not quite as meanly.
 
   Seeing her out of her armor weren't exactly scandalous – she was still covered head to toe – but her underclothes clung to her and made it clear that she was, indeed, a woman.  Bogg reckoned there were a host of thoughts another man in his position might entertain.  Bogg didn't lack those notions, as he had blood pumping through him – but he didn't take much stock in them.  Living the life he did carried him far and away from humankind, male and female, and he'd made his peace with that truth long ago.
 
   Bogg remembered Chapman's words, summing up his life as an exercise in food and shelter, and that hollow feeling came back to him.  And once that hit, he found that he couldn't keep holding her stare, not when she was looking as riled up as a possum in a breadbox.  He took off his raccoon hat, nodded respectful-like, and turned away from her.
 
   As he lay down a horse blanket to sleep on, he got to wondering exactly how old he was.  The lady's age was easier to guess – well over twenty, but not yet thirty.  As for his own self, he'd seen forty summers, surely.  Perhaps many more.  He could still outrun a bear, given a decent head start, so he didn't suppose he was fifty, not yet.
 
   She turned the lantern off.  He eventually lay down, looked up at the stars and tried to shake these thoughts out of his head.  Time enough, the Major lay still, nigh on asleep, about ten feet away.  There weren't nothing to do now but let himself be carried off to tomorrow.
 
   But sleep just didn't come.
 
   He came to wonder about how solid his plan was.  It had seemed simple enough when he started – lead the lady around the woods until she was wore out.  The notion still tickled him... but as he thought on it, and as he watched her sleep without a trace of worry or doubt, the notion came to him that she wouldn't just give up.
 
   Bogg might, in the end, have to take a firmer stand.
 
   And he dare not forget that she was Algolan, and therefore dangerous and wily in her own way.  Like as not, she'd ferret out his dishonesty, and then what?
 
   She'd turn on him, of course.  And Bogg knew how that would work out.  He would end up killing her stark dead.  Unless, by chance, she got in a lucky shot with that steel thump-stick she carried, and stove in his skull first.
 
   Well by jings!  He should just do it now!
 
   He sat up.  His fingers touched the elk-antler handle of his sabertooth knife.
 
   But did not draw it.  He wouldn't cut somebody's throat as they slept.  There were all manner of things wrong with that.  It was poor sport, for one.  Such a thing was more her brother's style.
 
   Tyrus Jurgen, the cussed swordsman.  Why didn't this lady know what a rapscallion and bastard her brother had been?  She should pin a medal on the pup's chest, for tossing that son of a bitch into the sweet by-and-by.
 
   Ten feet away in the darkness, her breathing came soft and regular.  Bogg watched her, trying to study up a way to keep from killing her, and found not a thing that would answer.  He sighed, louder than he intended, and still she did not move.
 
   Sound sleeper, she.
 
   Bogg felt overcome with restlessness, all fired up and full of git.  Perhaps some sabotage was in order.
 
   He stood and stretched and gave it a think.  Slap the horses home?  Toss the food?  He needed to do something that would positively slow them down, but not put a weight of blame on him, so he could play dumb and innocent come sun up.
 
   All this time in the dark had tuned his eyes, and he looked over her shadowy truck, scattered about her.  
 
   There was her bludgeon – the mace – looking big as a steel fence post.  Shame if she were to be disfurnished of that.  
 
   Beside it, the hexenmeister's little knife.  She'd been keen to keep that in hand.  
 
   And even more curious, the little gemstone on a chain, almost purple but not quite.  She now wore that around her neck, even as she slept.  Bogg watched the gem catch tiny bits of starlight, and wondered what the story was there.  A family heirloom?
 
   But he stopped wondering when his eye fell on a dark shape beside a saddlebag, the size of his hand, which he knew to be the hodag's tooth.  
 
   Now, there was something.
 
   Bogg had no knowance of the power of such a thing, not specifically, although it was safe to assume some power was there.  The hodag was Miran, and Miran critters did possess that rare spark.  Normally, Bogg would not fault the lady for taking a prize – and he could not forget how many scrapes his own fang dagger had fished him out of.  He had told the pup once that this world is a goose, and them that do not pluck will get no feathers.
 
   The lady was being resourceful.  Good for her.
 
   Bogg crept close to her, soft as a mouse, picked up the tooth and squeezed it his palm, touching his thumb to its point.  It felt smooth and warm.  He held it to his nose, and he could still smell the stench of death on it.  But other than that, he could get no sense of good or evil from it.
 
   Maybe it could cut steel, or pacify four-legged hills.  It could repel hidebehinds, and Bogg would never know.  Or maybe it would slowly poison them both, or turn them into greenies.  No telling.  If it was trouble, he reckoned, best to be rid of it.  And if it served some handy purpose, why... this was the sabotage he'd been looking for.
 
   He hurled it into the darkness, vaguely in the direction of the stream, and heard a wet slap as it struck mud.
 
   He watched the Major.  She did not stir.
 
   Bogg grinned and returned to his horse blanket.  As he lay back, gazing at the stars once again, he thought of the perfect place to take the Major – a proper destination, where she could learn about what a fine feller her brother truly was.  And that idea tickled him even more than getting rid of the hodag tooth.  By and by, he caught some sleep.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
   Lis woke before dawn.  The sky had brightened to gray, but the forest still lay in dark and colorless shadow.  Gentle snoring, deep and heavy, came from Mr. Bogg, his body an irregular, buckskin-clad lump, turned away from her.  She rose and remained still, sitting with her legs folded under her, and assessed her mission status.
 
   Galton!  As the last of her sleep fell away, his loss came back to her without warning or mercy.  She squeezed her eyes shut, letting the pain settle and fade.  He belonged to the past now.  Forward, move forward...
 
   They would come a step closer to Simon Jones and his vivets today, if her guide was worth anything.  
 
   Without warning, Mr. Bogg stopped snoring and sat up.  He breathed in a great breath, lifted his fists over his head in a powerful stretch, and let out a sigh more like a roar.  
 
   "How do, morning," he said to the trees.  "Well met."
 
   He noticed Lis and the grin vanished from his lips.  "Oh," he muttered.  "Right."
 
   Lis felt her eyes narrow.  "Good morning," she said coldly.
 
   He scratched his beard ferociously with both hands, smoothed it, and his grin returned.  "It is that.  Sun's up soon.  What say we forage a bit?  There ain't time for traps, but I judge there's soldier's lichen on the sept side of those trees yonder–"
 
   "We've already purchased food."
 
   Mr. Bogg cleared his throat, and cleared it again, drawing up something deep and rattling.  He coughed wetly three times and finally spat into the grass.  "That's true.  But if we run out, its lichen or nothing.  Might be best to mix things up while we can."
 
   Lis would not stand for the delay.  "We don't have the time."
 
   "This feller… what's his name?"
 
   "Simon Jones."
 
   "Jones, yes'm.  I disremember.  This feller Jones ain't going anywhere–"
 
   "And it seems we aren't going anywhere either."  Lis waved a hand toward the path they were following.  "How do you even know that this is the right way?"
 
   Mr. Bogg scowled, jutting his chin forward.  "How do I know?  Why, I've only tramped up and down these woods from Sore Thumb to Steamy Peak since I was a mere pup!  I’ve been to the Hestern Sea and back, and there ain't nobody to my knowance who can say that, save one.  I've got Mira positively growing out my beard hairs!"
 
   He could thunder all he wanted.  She would not lose her calm.  "I don't doubt your experience."
 
   "Thankee.  Though I ain't flattered."
 
   "We are following this road, such as it is – rather than going any deeper into the forest, where these vivets are supposed to be hiding.  Why?"
 
   "Why?"  Mr. Bogg stood, adjusted his trousers, settled his buckskin coat on his shoulders, and pointed farther down the path.  "Because..."
 
   He stopped mid-sentence, arm extended, thick finger pointing, his gaze focused in an entirely different direction – toward whatever had caught his eye in the creek.
 
   Lis scanned the trees lining the water.  The pre-dawn gloom was fading, the sky brightening, but the shadows among the trees were still deep and not easily penetrated.
 
   And yet, she could see a figure standing stock-still in the mud of the stream bank, watching them.
 
   Mr. Bogg's arm dropped.  "Well," he whispered.  "If that ain't the outdoingest thing I ever struck."
 
   Lis snatched up her mace and slowly rose to her feet.  The figure's arms hung at its sides with no sign of movement.  Lis could see no weapon, but she was not consoled.  The thing stood eight feet tall, or more.  She strained to see any detail – weapons, clothing, a face – but she couldn't.
 
   "Who goes there?" she demanded.
 
   The thing did not respond.
 
   It was time to act.  Lis cast a sidelong glance at her guide.  He caught it and gave her a quick nod, raising his sabertooth knife.  They separated and slipped into the trees, surrounding the creature.  Lis stepped with bare feet into the mud at the stream's edge, and it squished icily between her toes.  She wished she could have gotten into her armor.
 
   As she came up on the creature's side and saw Mr. Bogg approaching beyond it, the first light of dawn put warm color on the treetops, and she finally saw the thing clearly.  It was dark and thick, and featureless, like a rough-hewn statue.  Lis crept closer...
 
   The thing was made of mud.
 
   It stood in a pool, and Lis couldn't help but think that the pool had formed as the river sludge had risen up to make the creature's body.  Blended with the mud were leaves and twigs, jutting randomly, as well as...
 
   Bones.
 
   A wet and muddy mouse skull lay where the thing's eye should have been.  The fragile leg bones of a rabbit protruded from one arm.  Square in its chest, like the ornamentation on a breast plate, was the embedded skull of a cow, its eye sockets filled with mud.  At its side, low under one arm, Lis spied what might have been a human rib.
 
   "Sorcery," she hissed.
 
   "And how," Mr. Bogg said.  "What an awful mess."
 
   The thing did not react.
 
   "Mr. Bogg," Lis called.  "Have you ever encountered something like this?"
 
   "No, ma'am!"
 
   "Never?"
 
   "I've seen more than my share of mud, I reckon, but generally, it ain't this uppity."
 
   "You!" Lis barked at it.  "Why are you here?  What do you want?"
 
   It did not turn to face her, but only stood at attention, staring eyelessly toward their camp.
 
   "Who sent you?" she demanded.
 
   "There ain't no mouth," Mr. Bogg observed.  "What do you thing it's going to do?  Hum an answer?"
 
   Lis had heard too many stories of dangers in Mira, too many tales of unexpected horrors.  She would not let herself be caught in her own tale because she was too slow to react.  She swung her mace in a wide loop, building speed, and let its steel flanges fly at the thing's head–
 
   It blocked the blow with a brown and dripping arm, powerfully enough that the mace nearly shook from her grip.  The creature's wet body twisted and its other arm punched her just below the throat, hard as stone, and knocked her splashing into the mud.
 
   "Ain't you a mouse in the meal!" roared Mr. Bogg.  "Turn around!  I'll slap a fart out of you big as a loaf of bread!"  His voice thundered across the hills, and the mud-beast lumbered to face him.
 
   "You mud all the way through?"  Mr. Bogg slashed with his sabertooth knife without waiting for an answer.  The shambling homonculus seized Mr. Bogg's wrist, swallowing it in the muddy blobs that served for its hands.  It rushed him and drove his own blade at his chest.  Mr. Bogg escaped impalement only by losing his footing and falling out of the way.  The foul creature held on to him, and he howled angrily as his arm twisted.  "Let go of me!"
 
   It did, and he flopped into the mud.
 
   The sight of that rang like a bell in Lis's mind, and as the thing turned and reached for her, she cried, "Stop!"
 
   And there it stood, waiting.
 
   Lis and Mr. Bogg picked themselves up and watched it.  It did not move.  Brown water ran down its sides in intricate arteries and rivulets, and the bones embedded in it gently surged and bobbed like sloops at anchor.  It smelled of earth and decay.
 
   "Obedient son of a bitch."  Mr. Bogg wiped mud from the front of his trousers, which spread the mud evenly but did not remove it.
 
   "It faced you when you told it.  It obeyed both of us."  Lis flicked her wrists, slinging mud from her fingers.  
 
   Mr. Bogg raised bushy eyebrows, speckled with mud.  He raised an arm and waved away the homonculus.  "Move along!"
 
   It did not move.  
 
   "Stubborn now, are you?  Fine.  Stay right there."  He slogged out of the stream and returned to the meadow where they had slept.  Lis backed away from the creature carefully and followed him.  "You're going to just leave it?"
 
   Mr. Bogg wiped his hands on a horse blanket.  "I can't answer why a critter so ornery would turn around and be so obliging, but then, I've never seen a critter made of streambed before.  Better to leave it be."
 
   Memories of Algolan legends came to Lis's mind of enchanted beings built up of earth or clay – frightening stories of earth golems molded by powerful wizards.
 
   Could the creature belong to someone?  But how?  There were no wizards in Mira – the land would not tolerate them...
 
   Galton.  Could this be his work, a spell he had prepared before he had been killed, perhaps unfinished, perhaps twisted by this cursed land?
 
   Mr. Bogg wandered among the trees, scraped at the trunks with his fingers, and fed himself shreds of green fluff.  Lis found Galton’s stiletto near the saddlebags where she had slept.  She touched the pendant's chain around her neck, making sure the crystal settled onto the mudstained wool of her gambeson.  What else was there?  What other magic of Galton could there be?
 
   Something was missing.  The tooth from the hodag was gone.  She checked under the saddlebag and shook out her chain mail.  As she put the armor on (all the while keeping an eye on the golem in the creek), old legends rose from her memory about the teeth of dragons...
 
   And realization stopped her fingers on her byrnie's final clasp.
 
   No.  It couldn't be.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
   The soldier's lichen was bitter enough to let Bogg know he was alive, so it was a fine breakfast.  The lady, of course, wouldn't have none of it.  After studying that, he judged it would be fine if she ate up all their packed victuals, because then Bogg could really put the discomfort on her.  She'd have the fan-tods in a day.
 
   Right now, she was buttoning herself into her Algolan trappings and watching the genuinely odd critter that had washed ashore by the creek.  Miran critters were fearsome and magical, but they were made of meat and generally had babies the usual way.  Bogg had never seen a feller conjured from mud before.
 
   But jest because he'd grown up in these parts didn't mean there weren't nothing left to surprise him.
 
   Bogg found his black-eared pinto grazing sleepily (not unlike him) and led it to where the blankets and saddlebags lay.  The lady, she didn't take her eyes off the critter by the stream, and Bogg reckoned she had something in mind.
 
   "Mr. Bogg," she asked quietly, "have you seen my tooth?"  She sounded coolheaded enough, but she was abiling and tetchous, her back stiff and her fingers drumming the chain links at her neck.
 
   Was she missing one?  Bogg fit his tongue in his tooth hole just as the notion hit him that she was talking about the hodag tooth he had thrown...
 
   Right to where that mud monster was standing.
 
   Well now.  He hadn't expected that.
 
   She turned from he creek and impaled him with her pointy stare.  "What have you done?"
 
   He'd done plenty, he reckoned.  "Me?  I warned you that tooth was bad luck."
 
   "You took it, didn't you?"
 
   "I'd never do any such thing, and accusing me of stealing ain't hardly a safe claim for a body to make.  All I did was throw it away.  I can't be a decent guide and protect you if you don't cleave to my advice.  I had to take matters into my own hands."
 
   "I see."  She folded her arms.  There weren't no smoke coming out her ears, but she was close.  "Threw it... where?"
 
   Bogg was caught, and righteously.  He sighed.  "Oh... about there."  He waved at the mud beastie.
 
   The lady's eyes rolled up to the mornglom sky.  "Inexcusable!  You've sown a dragon's tooth!"
 
   That last was too many for Bogg.  "I've what?"
 
   "You really don't know?"  She dropped her arms, slumping a little.  "All right, ignorant Miran.  I speak of Algolan legends of dragons."
 
   "But a hodag ain't no–"  Oops, hold on.  Bogg judged, based on a hodag's scaliness and overall orneryness, that there could be a distant relationship.  "Fair enough," he admitted.  "I've sown a dragon's tooth."
 
   She nodded.  "It is said that if one plants dragon's teeth as one would seeds, warriors will rise from the soil, and..." she frowned at the mud man.  "Defend your honor to the death."
 
   "Warriors, eh?  Made of what?"
 
   She took a moment to think on that.  "That part was never clear."
 
   "And which of us is that thing pledged to defend?  It whaled on us both."
 
   "I took the tooth."
 
   "I sowed it."
 
   "Let's not find out.  The tale goes that a great soldier, Cadmus, slew a dragon that guarded a spring of wisdom.  The goddess of wisdom told him to plant the dragon's teeth.  They grew into warriors, armed and armored."
 
   Bogg eyed the faceless mud man.  "We fell short of that.  What did he do next?"
 
   "He threw a valuable gem among them.  They fought over it, and killed each other until one warrior remained.  That warrior helped Cadmus found an empire."
 
   Bogg snorted.  "I reckon in Algolus, that's a happy ending."
 
   The lady put on a sour face and narrowed her eyes at him.  "And if there were a Miran version of this tale, how would it go?  Let me guess.  The sprouted warriors would ignore their master and live in the woods according to their own whim."
 
   That sounded fine to Bogg.  "Turns out, that is the Miran version."  He tipped his coonskin hat to their quiet friend.
 
   "Of course.  A mighty warrior in Algolus becomes an inert mass of filth in Mira."
 
   "Hodag's ain't close enough to dragons, I reckon.  What should we do with our friend?"
 
   "We have no spell of abjuration.  Perhaps we should leave it.  What do you suggest?"
 
   Leaving it was exactly what Bogg would have done, if booming into the deep and snakey woods to pinch Simon Jones was what he really wanted to do.  As it was, he'd be happy to waste all manner of time.  "We can't rightly deliver it to its own kind," he thought out loud.
 
   The Major raised a fist.  "We can't lose time undoing the results of your folly.  We'll have to leave it."
 
   Bogg let the bit about folly roll off his back.  "Fair enough.  I don't reckon it's fast enough to sneak up on us later."
 
   They didn't trade many more words, but loaded the horses and rode on.  They clove to the edge of the deep forest, never quite going in, following the wagon road from Fort Inconvenience.  His horse nibbled now and then at the knee-high grass sprouting between the wagon ruts, and Bogg let her, keeping his pace easy.  Twice that day, they caught a glimpse of the Eostern Sea peeking at them through the hills.  Going slow tickled him, but time enough, it wouldn't answer.  He knew he was pushing his luck – the lady would get more and more fidgy and impatient as they went, wondering where all the greenies were and why Bogg hadn't dipped her into the thick of the trees.  But if Bogg could keep on this track for the rest of today, they'd come upon Fort Sanctuary, and once there, why, maybe his new boss would get an education.
 
   #
 
    Over the course of that day, the fragile uncertainty that lay below Lis's heart seemed to grow full-fledged and take flight inside her.  Her guide either didn't know where he was going, or didn't care, or knew to avoid some danger he would not speak of.  Lis touched Galton's stiletto at her hip, making sure it was still there.  The more unreliable Mr. Bogg became, the more certain she was that she would need its power.
 
   The hour was well after sunset by the time they had passed fields of maple trees and come to the wall.  Hundreds of pine trunks had been stripped, sharpened, planted and lashed together to make an impenetrable barrier of wood ten feet high.  It was not unlike the outer perimeter of Fort Inconvenience, two days behind them – the Miran version of a keep.
 
   The wagon road led to a gate set in the wall, of stout wood, well made – and recently replaced, missing the weather-wear of decades possessed by the wall posts.  Mr. Bogg dismounted.  "I judge this is a decent enough place to spend the night.  More comfortable for you than another meadow."
 
   Lis felt a flash of impatience.  She wanted Simon Jones, not to be pampered.  There were too many servants back home who tried to make her comfortable, rather than treat her with the respect deserved by her rank.  
 
   Perhaps they should ride on.  But the day was finished and the light was almost gone.  She might as well try a bed.  "What is this place?"
 
   "Fort Sanctuary," Mr. Bogg replied.  "If I recollect."  He stopped at the gate, with its miniature peeping door set in the gate’s center like a picture frame, and lifted his meaty fist to pound on the wood.
 
   But he did not.  Instead, he turned to her.  "You know, you look a mite more respectable than I do.  A fancy Algolan, that is, rather than a dirty mountain man.  Maybe you should introduce us and do the asking."
 
   Lis didn't follow that logic.  Mirans hated Algolans.  "I'm as muddy as you."
 
   He shrugged.  "As your guide, it's my recommendation."  He stepped away from the gate.
 
   It didn't seem to matter, and Lis didn't like wasting time.  She dismounted and beat her fist on the gate’s wood.
 
   It took a fair amount of knocking and waiting.  Mr. Bogg led the horses off the wagon road so they could graze.
 
   The peeping window opened and an old woman appeared.  Lis could only see her wrinkled face, and the scarf she wore over her hair that framed her face as the window did.  Her pleasant expression lasted only a moment.  Then her eyes stared at Lis mercilessly.
 
   "Good evening Madam," Lis began.  "I am–"
 
   "Algolan?"
 
   "Well... yes.  We–"
 
   "No Algolans."
 
   Lis glanced back at Mr. Bogg, hoping for some assistance.  He was walking the horses into the field, his back to her.  She turned to the old woman.  "But we–"
 
   "After what happened last year, no Algolans!"  The window closed with a wood-on-wood thud and the metallic sound of a bolt sliding into place.  Lis felt hot rage – the only people who had ever shut a door in her face were criminals hoping to elude arrest.  Her mace was in her hands in a split second, the weight of its steel reassuring her, and she raised it to destroy the window.
 
   "Hold on there, Major," called Mr. Bogg.
 
   She paused.  This was no dark alley in Sept Algolus.  She had no guardsmen as backup.  She whirled to face Mr. Bogg.  "Where were you?  Why didn't you help?"
 
   His jaw rocked back and forth.  "If that lady reacted that way to you, how do you think she'd like to see an old rabbit-twister like me?  She'd slap that window shut without a word."
 
   "Nonsense."
 
   "Put away your bludgeon."
 
   "Mr. Bogg!  You fight well enough, but I can't help but wonder if your wits are addled."
 
   He looked away, toward the fields, and chuckled.  "Why, if I had a copper for every time I heard that..."  His gaze came back to her, hard.  "Somebody sees you with that bludgeon out, they're liable to get nervous and take a shot at you."
 
   Lis overpowered her anger through sheer force of will.  She slipped her mace into its harness on her back.  "We can ride on, then."
 
   Mr. Bogg shook his head slowly.  "Not much light.  We might as well camp."
 
   "Where?"
 
   "There's some nice flat land over there."  He pointed around the corner of the fort wall.  "Past the cemetery."
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
   A broad stretch of grass lay between the fort wall and the maple trees.  Lis led her palomino past a couple of dozen tombstones, smooth and finely carved but varying randomly in material – slate, sandstone, marble – apparently, whatever was available.  A few showed years' worth of cracks and wear, but the rest seemed recent, perhaps a less than a year old.  
 
   Lis walked her horse quietly, Mr. Bogg behind her.  "Last winter must have been very hard," she murmured.  She couldn't imagine working one's whole life just to survive in this wilderness, only to starve when the crops failed.  Mira was an awful place.  In Algolus, the local king or his magistrate would have ordered food delivered from a neighboring province, or would have relocated these people.
 
   Lis stopped.  She herself had never been hungry, and never would be.  Whatever problems she faced in this world, she would not know the troubles of these people.  A nagging emptiness pulled at her, and she stepped closer to a headstone.
 
    
 
   Edward Drake
 
   departed this life
 
   16 Wintermanoth, 972
 
   at the hands of an Algolan swordsman
 
    
 
   For a long, chilling moment, Lis could not look away from the final line, its chiseled letters crossed by blades of grass.  It couldn't be... she turned to the next stone.
 
    
 
   Mary Drake
 
   departed this life
 
   16 Wintermanoth, 972
 
   beloved wife and mother
 
    
 
   These people must have starved, Lis thought, or froze to death.  The first headstone was a joke, an error, something.  She walked along the first row of stones.
 
    
 
   Johann Gordon
 
   born 3 Hrethmanoth, 956
 
   died 16 Wintermanoth, 972
 
   killed by Algolan raiders
 
    
 
   Mitchell Clark
 
   aged 65 years
 
   died 16 Wintermanoth, 972
 
   by an Algolan sword
 
    
 
   Rabon Donnelly
 
   born 17 Solmonoth, 933
 
   died 16 Wintermanoth, 972
 
   by Algolan raiders
 
    
 
   Beloved
 
   Aunt Mattie
 
   born 899 died 972
 
   missed by all
 
    
 
   Lis didn't want to see any more.  She counted the new stones – eighteen, all killed last year, on the sixteenth of Wintermanoth, a month that surely corresponded to the Algolan month of Ianuarius. 
 
   It was the very week the body of her brother Tyrus was found, on a ship in Rastaban's harbor.
 
   It was… an unsettling coincidence.  
 
   Some band of Algolan thugs could have stormed this fort while Tyrus was here.  Unlikely, but possible.  Lis had sent enough scum to the gallows to know that Algolans – some of them – were capable of great brutality.
 
   But perhaps she was granting too much.  Could the violence have been done by Mirans posing as Algolans?  That would be clever, exploiting local prejudice to throw pursuers of the raiders off the scent.
 
   Raids of this sort might even be common, whoever the perpetrators, given how little law and order there was in Mira.  Perhaps some enterprising Algolan nation would claim this land, offering safety to its people in exchange for an oath of fealty...
 
   Mr. Bogg stood beside her.  He pointed to one of the stones.  "Don't miss this one."
 
    
 
   Ackerley Bogg
 
   died 16 Wintermanoth, 972
 
   by an Algolan sword
 
    
 
   "They left off his birthday," Mr. Bogg said quietly, "on account of they didn't know it.  Not much for palaver, my brother.  Kept to his own self."
 
   Harsh realization came upon Lis.  Mr. Bogg had brought her here by design.
 
   “You have deceived me, Mr. Bogg.”
 
   “That so?”
 
   “Rather than lead me to my fugitive, as you promised, you chose to bring me…” she waved half-heartedly to the stones and the fort’s high wall.  “Here.  Why?  To make absolutely clear to me your opinion of Algolans such as myself?”
 
   “Well, now.” Mr. Bogg grinned and folded his arms, making the muddy elbows of his buckskin coat protrude.  “Here all along I thought you were a savvy woman.  Storming through Mira on your own and all.  But you don’t get it.  If you were any dumber, I’d have to water you.”
 
   “How dare you!”  No one, not the lowest ruffian she had ever cuffed, dared speak to her like that.
 
   “This here is the work of Tyrus Jurgen and his merry band of bastards.  You know that.  Or at least you ought.”
 
   “Take it back!” she hissed.  He unfolded his arms and slowly stepped close to her, until they faced each other in front of the first row of headstones.  The same height, they stared eye to eye.  She could have struck him down with the stiletto at her belt in one quick move, if she chose, and she suspected that he knew it and was not afraid.
 
   Tyrus would never butcher so many clearly innocent people.  When he died, he and his men had been serving a letter of mark drawn by the Duke of Zubenshire, and operated with clearance to raid men-of-war and merchant vessels along the Miran coast.  Tyrus was a legitimate privateer, and dealt lethal force in that capacity.  Why, even when she and Tyrus were children...
 
   A memory rushed to her with peculiar force.  They had grown up playing in the acres of the garden between the palace and the shore.  Her favorite game was playing tag with the servants, and she always tried to get Ty to join in.  Sometimes he did.  He was fast and he tagged hard, and she liked the challenge he brought.  The servants were so gentle, and sometimes they let her win, which sent her into screaming fits.
 
   But one day, when Galton was 'it' and she was hiding from him by the pond, she found Ty hunkered down by the water with a gardener's trowel.
 
   "Really, Ty?  Playing in the mud?"  She only whispered it, because Galton was probably close.
 
   "I'm watching the ants," he said, not looking up.
 
   "How exciting."  She grinned, and scanned the rosebushes across the pond for any sign of Galton sneaking up on her.  Galton was not above using his tricks to move silently or invisibly, and that made her love him all the more.  He was a worthy adversary.
 
   "They won't go where I want them to."  Tyrus touched his finger to the ground, and when Lis peered closer, she could see the ant trail he was disturbing.  The ants scattered randomly, confused.  "I think they just follow the one in front of them," he said.  "But they're too stupid to follow me."
 
   "Ty," she pleaded.  "Leave the bugs alone and play tag with us."
 
   "Yeah."  Ty's lips pulled tight and he scowled with frustration.  "Okay."  He scraped at the mud with the trowel, sweeping the trail of ants into the pond.  Specks of soil and ants rained into the dark water and sank from sight.  He worked his way along the pond shore, scraping and scraping the ants to their doom, until he finally dropped the trowel and stood up.  "Who's 'it'?"
 
   The last of the twilight at Fort Sanctuary faded away.  The trees at the edge of the cemetery's field were disappearing into the darkness.  Mr. Bogg stood before Lis, watching her passively, as if waiting for her to speak again.
 
   So she did.  "He wouldn't have simply killed them."  She tried to push away the memory of the ants, but for some reason they lingered, like a strange odor.  "Not without reason."
 
   "You think there's a reason that'll answer?" He nodded at the stones.  "For this?"
 
   In her mind, Lis brushed the last of the ants away.  "Whatever Tyrus did, it doesn't change my mission.  I will bring Simon Jones to justice.  Nothing will change that.  No rampaging half-dragon, no mud golem," she waved an arm dismissively at the fort's wall, "no locked gate... and no graveyard full of those long dead will stop me!"
 
   "Won't they?"
 
   "Will they?" she scoffed. 
 
   Mr. Bogg lowered his head, and looked up at her intently, through bushy eyebrows.  "I brought you here so you'd know what a dirty rapscallion your brother was.  That's an important thing for you to be aware of.  It gives warning to you about the kind of trouble we're likely to find if we go hammering on doors, looking for the feller who did him in."
 
   Lis grinned skeptically.  "You did this for my sake?"
 
   He lifted his chin.  "You need to know what you're getting into.  We'll be stirring up hell with a long spoon."
 
   She placed a hand on the head stone carved with the name Ackerley Bogg, and leaned casually against it.  "And what of this fellow?  You seek nothing for him?  No vengeance?  By helping me, you help his alleged killer.  You’re happy with that?"
 
   Scowling, Mr. Bogg took in a deep breath and released it in a throaty exhale.  Then he grinned.  "Lady, you don't know me.  And that ain't your fault, because truth to tell... nobody really does.  I don't care for people.  Ackerley, he couldn't have picked me out of a crowd.  Last time I seen him alive was nigh on ten years ago.  I don't take much stock in vengeance or justice or who's gone and killed who.  You just pay me my bill, and you won't have to sweat about me."
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
   Bogg paced off the length of the cemetery and tried to cool his head while the Major made camp.  At the far end of the cemetery, he continued into the field a stretch, enough to be well off hallowed ground, and spat.
 
   He had squeezed through a number of close calls with that lady, and didn't have much to show for it.  As he had guessed from her nature, she didn't have complete knowance of the swordsman's treacherousness and bastardliness, but by jings, how the evidence did roll right off her back!  Bogg could bite a spike-nail in two, he was so sore.  His head hadn't cooled any; he was still hot as a fire in a peppermill.
 
   It was afternight now, and some of the more powerful stars had begun their twinkling.  Bogg watched them and wondered which of them were the luckiest.  It was a good thing that the old Maven Minder hadn't spotted him at the gate today, and a good thing that the Major hadn't found a particular stone labeled Oliver Jones.  Sneaking was hard work, and Bogg had no practice at it.  If the Major had puzzled out that Simon Jones and Bogg's brother Ackerley had lived in the same town, she would have gathered too much insight into Bogg's motives, and likely cut him loose.
 
   Bogg couldn't have that.  He was going to stick like road dust to the Major, and lead her to exhaustion, or more likely, be there when she finally found Simon Jones.
 
   There was another possibility, he knew.  If Bogg succeeded in keeping her from cutting him loose, and keeping her from finding the pup, then it was likely that Bogg and the Major would simply come to blows.  That, he predicted, would be quite a bloody fracas.  Normally, a row like that would tickle him, but he didn't look forward to this one.
 
   #
 
   This night was as warm as the last, and Lis did not light a fire.  She and Mr. Bogg did not speak or look at each other as they ate.  He moved a distance away, although still in sight, and dropped a horse blanket.
 
   Lis tried not to think of the comfortable rooms that must lie on the other side of Fort Sanctuary's wall.  Her duties in the Royal Guard did not usually involve sleeping on the ground.  But she had no choice if she was to accomplish her mission, so she ignored the wall and looked to the stars above.  They shone far more brilliantly here than they did in the nights above the Capitol of Sept Algolus, and she recognized the King, the Queen, and the Sickle.  And just as she began to feel some trace of peace, Mr. Bogg's soft yet irritating snores came to her ears.
 
   He had been playing with her from the start, she fumed.  And now he had revealed that he knew of Tyrus Jurgen and bore some grudge against him.  Clearly Mr. Bogg could not be trusted.  She really should dismiss him in the morning.
 
   And then what misfortune would befall her, once she struck out on her own?  She had already lost two days.  Nothing had gone right since Galton–
 
   Memories came hard and fast.
 
   Galton!
 
   This mission was cursed.  Lis put her face in her hands.
 
   What was she doing?  Why couldn't she just go home?
 
   Lis felt a tremor of disgust at her own emotions, and pushed them into the pit in her mind where they had come.  That was a moment of weakness, she thought.  It was all right to have moments of weakness now and then, as long as she didn't lose sight of the mission.
 
   Tyrus Jurgen deserved justice.  Her family deserved justice.  And she would show them that she was the one to bring justice.
 
   She needed to know – for certain – just how far astray her guide had led her.  Best to find out now, since the stiletto's magic was stronger when the sun was down – and the dark would mask her actions.  She didn’t dare let Mr. Bogg witness what she was about to do.
 
   She drew the stiletto from its sheath and set it in the flat of her palm, opening her hand wide so the slender weapon would be free to move.  She brought it close to her lips and whispered to it, "Awake, sleeping blade, and seek out your brother, as I seek justice for mine."
 
   A pale light appeared in the steel, giving it the translucence of ice.  Lis hoped it would work, hoped that this accursed land would not spoil its magic... and she felt the stiletto surging, yearning, in her palm.
 
   The little dagger sought the greater blade that had been forged years ago from the same enchanted piece of steel.  That greater blade became a broadsword that earned the name Blodleter, a formidable weapon that came to strike fear in the hearts of many enemies of the Jurgen clan.  It had belonged to Tyrus Jurgen up to the day he died, and it passed – Lis assumed – to his killer.
 
   The stiletto spun in her hand, its tip pointing into the woods.  There was not enough light to see, but it was obvious to Lis that Blodleter did not lie along the wagon road beyond Fort Sanctuary.  Rather, the stiletto pointed almost exactly the other way.
 
   From the corner of her eye, Lis considered Mr. Bogg's sleeping form.  She had thought yesterday that she had hired a local who could kill monsters but had no sense of direction, a mere ruffian.  She felt an unpleasantly warm embarrassment, then a hotter impatience.  She had the sudden impulse to leave him sleeping there, to quietly pack her gear and ride into the night.  With the stiletto's power, she would find her brother's broadsword eventually, as well as its bearer.
 
   What if the broadsword's bearer was not Simon Jones?  He might have sold it, if he was as mercenary as he was murderous.  He might have discarded it – tossed it into a canyon.  Then again, for all she knew, Simon Jones bore it still, and Mr. Bogg led her on an indirect but prudent route.  Circling some obstacle or danger, perhaps.  She had so few resources in this strange land.  She must take care not to cast one away until it had proved truly useless.
 
   She sat in silence for several minutes, listening to the mountain man's snores and watching the stars.  She would not ride off tonight, she decided, but she would dismiss Mr. Bogg in the morning.  She should have known better than to trust the locals... but she wouldn't fret over it any longer.  The night air had begun to cool, and the finer details of the headstones were long lost to the dark.
 
   Many people would be nervous about spending the night beside a cemetery, she thought proudly.  Not Lis.  The dead had never troubled her – something she attributed to the number of murderers she had collared back home.  She fought for the dead, often enough.  Even now, she fought for her brother Tyrus.
 
   She heard rustling out among the maple trees.  A dark shape moved among them, barely visible in the starlight.
 
   One of the horses, she realized.  She heard the muffled snapping of grass being uprooted as it grazed.  She hid the stiletto away, and soon a pleasant fatigue pulled at her, sapping her strength.  She should get some sleep.  Tomorrow would be difficult.
 
   She watched the headstones, wondering if their outlines had been so sharp a moment before.  Now, she could see their exact shapes instead of vague shadows, although their lettering was still lost.  Had the light changed?
 
   The horse stopped grazing and snuffled, blowing out a breath.  It suddenly trotted into the trees and its black shape disappeared, as if it had been startled.  But there was nothing but shadows, and the night was dark and still.  Had it smelled something?
 
   Across the cemetery, standing by the farthest headstone, was a glowing woman in white.
 
   Lisandra's breath caught in her throat as she snapped awake and stared.  She tried to focus, but the woman seemed blurred, indistinct.  The light from her long white dress was real, though – the ghostly figure cast a gentle radiance on the stones like soft moonglow.
 
   Lis had no doubt about what she was seeing.  She couldn't get up, couldn't move.  Her hands trembled, and the shaking threatened to crawl up her arms and set her whole body ashiver.  The glowing figure watched her, unmoving, with a chilling sense of expectation.
 
   Lis tried to swallow, but couldn't.
 
   The dead would visit the living, some said, if the cause was great enough.  The old stories Lis had heard as a child forced themselves up from her memory.  A terrible crime must have been committed, something that would cause the dead to return and demand justice.
 
   "What is it?" Lis whispered hoarsely.  "What do you want?"
 
   The woman's face seemed veiled in light.  She crept closer to Lis, flowing rather than stepping, her dress pouring over the ground like fog.
 
   "Was it Tyrus?" Lis demanded.  "Was it?"
 
   The snoring from Mr. Bogg came to an abrupt end.  He sat up, facing Lis, with his back to the apparition.  "Something ain't right," he muttered.  He turned, and his buckskin-clad body froze as he saw it.
 
   "Well," he said.  "Ain't she lovely."
 
   Lis saw no choice but to flee to the fort's gate and beg for admittance.  She thought she could control her legs well enough for the attempt.  Unless...
 
   "Mr. Bogg!" she cried.  "Do something!"
 
   "But the lantern is over by you," he said.
 
   "The what?"  Lis clung to his words, trying to make sense of them.  "The what?"
 
   "Light the lantern, if she troubles you."
 
   Lis snatched up the lantern and despite her shaking fingers, struck a spark and lit the oil.  Yellow light flooded the cemetery and the woman vanished.
 
   Bogg squinted at the lantern.  "That was a real lady-in-white, though.  You don't see those too often.  Scared you, did she?"
 
   Lis stared at the rows of stones, their carved letters in sharp yellow relief.  The spirit was gone.  "A lady... in white.  Such spirits are common in these parts?"
 
   Bogg cleared his throat and rubbed his eyes.  "Less common than will-o-wisps.  More common than star jelly."  He shrugged.  "I ain't convinced they're of a spiritual nature, by the way.  Just a rare trick of the woods.  Although I could be wrong.  The moon must be coming up soon."
 
   The moon?  Lis stared hard at him, searching for signs of deception.  But Mr. Bogg only sat there, slouching, his eyelids at half-mast, his beard half-flattened where he had slept on it.  He held out his hand, blocking light from the lantern, putting his face in shadow, and looked skyward.
 
   "There."  He pointed with his other hand.  "Atwixt those trees."
 
   Beyond distant crossing branches, a pale half-moon rose.  Lis firmed up her courage and closed the lantern door, blocking its light.  The lady-in-white had vanished, and the sharp relief the headstones had acquired was, indeed, from the indirect light of the moon.
 
   "You're right," she said, and she heard the astonishment in her own voice.
 
   Mr. Bogg grunted a confirmation, and flopped onto his back.  His breathing slowed and steadied, and Lis knew he'd be snoring again soon.  
 
   Now that the spark of panic in her heart had been extinguished, her body felt heavier than ever with exhaustion.  She'd best get some sleep too.
 
   And in the morning?  She would insist on a new course, certainly... but Mr. Bogg had earned another day in her employ.
 
   #
 
   The last time Bogg had seen a lady-in-white, he'd been strolling though an old hazard of a marsh near Massacre Lake at midnight.  Bogg was sleepy and drunk and looking for a dry place to sleep, and had chatted to her for a half hour before he gathered that she weren't quite a normal lady.  Then the moon rose and she slipped away.  That had been nigh on six years ago.
 
   When he woke in Fort Sanctuary's cemetery the morning after seeing one the second time, he took his time packing up, to savor the memory.  Bogg loved the rare things. 
 
   Unless that rare thing was an Algolan looking to string up one's nephew.  That didn't set well with him at all.  In his head, he studied where he might lead the Major today, now that they had reached Fort Sanctuary, but before he had a notion that would answer, she up and barged into his thoughts.
 
   "New course today, Mr. Bogg!" she called cheerily as she saddled up her horse.  "No more wagon road.  We push directly into the woods."  She pointed into the trees, toward the Green Man Forest.
 
   Bogg narrowed one eye and put his chin forward.  "I ain't so sure that's a smart idea."
 
   "No debate," she said simply.
 
   "Hard going in those woods."
 
   "No debate."
 
   "I don't sanction it.  Horses might not get through."
 
   "Stay behind, if you like."
 
   Why, she wanted to go straight into the most greenie-infested wilderness this side of the Starry Mountains, which just happened to be where the pup was most likely to be pitching his tent!  How did she know that?  What burr had gotten under her saddle?  She had a sparrow in her service that  whispered in her ear, or suchlike.
 
   He didn't point any of that out, on account of he believed she truly would leave him here, and that would put Simon up a creek.
 
   So he put on a decent simulation of a grin.  "Fair enough."  And said no more.
 
   She knew the pup was running with the greenies, so she wanted greenies.
 
   Maybe Bogg could give her some greenies.  And a golden slingstone in her keister.  He saddled up and they cut across the meadow for the treeline.
 
   And there, standing by one of the ruts of the wagon road with a wet snail-trail of muck going back the way they had come, was their hodag-tooth friend from the morning before.  Faceless and motionless, like a scarecrow made of piled-up mud.
 
   It didn't move as they passed it.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
   Simon was grateful for one thing: it was the right time of year to travel.  The snow had melted off the slopes of Deadreckoning Peak, and the journey down into the unnamed valley and up the slope of Desperation Peak was a warm hike through summer wildflowers.
 
   He carried his sword on his back and wore his ancient beaverskin cap Bogg had scavenged for him last year.  The weight of the food packed into his old leather satchel made the strap dig into his shoulder, which had gone more or less numb hours ago.  
 
   Day three.  He had skipped the usual foraging along the way that Bogg would have done (this world is a goose, Bogg had taught him), choosing instead to eat his stores and travel at top speed.  He had made impressive time, crossing the valley bottom on the morning of the second day.
 
   Ee was no longer in sight.  At first, Simon thought she had fallen behind.  But she appeared and accepted food from his satchel whenever he stopped to eat, so she must have preferred not to travel with him.  Simon didn't take offense.  Strolling along in plain sight, side-by-side with a human, didn't sound like the vivet way.  Now and then he sensed her moving ahead of him, in the form of a twitching branch or a startled robin.  He followed these signs, trusting her to keep him on course.
 
   A few hours after sunrise, when Simon had cleared the shoulder of Desperation Peak and had less than halfway to go to the summit, Ee called to him.  <Go into those trees.>  
 
   The coppice of trees before him was thick and tangled – he was about to go around.  Instead, he pushed his way through.  Branches snared his satchel and leaves brushed his face.  
 
   The thicket went on.  He couldn't see more than a few feet ahead, and he was about to ask Ee why she had sent him in here, when he broke into a clearing.  He strode into it, tearing free of the branches tha clung to him.  
 
   In its center lay a jumble of enormous granite boulders, and between them... a crevice.  Its bottom was lost in darkness, and he realized it was deeper than it looked.
 
   A cave.  Could this be it?  "Ee?"
 
   Not even the wind answered.
 
   There were so many pines and boulders here that the cave was invisible to anyone more than ten feet away.  The slope was steep and rocky – any random wanderer would have picked a path well around this spot.  Simon may have been the first human ever to reach this spot.  He never would have stumbled upon it without Ee’s guidance.
 
   A sharp note sounded above him.  It was not Ee, but he felt sure he had just heard tlal.
 
   The voice spoke again.  <Kill?>  
 
   Vivet speech sounded like brooks and birdsong and rustling leaves, and this voice could have been mistaken for those things by someone else... but to Simon, it sounded like the oldest vivet he had ever heard.
 
   <You have a human near you,> it said.  <Don’t be afraid – I can kill it.>
 
   <No!> Ee called from somewhere out of sight.  <The human is with me.>
 
   It could have been a couple of birds in the trees.
 
   <I do not hear as well as I once did.  Humans always carry food and interesting things.  Just a moment, and we will search the body.>
 
   "Tlal!" Simon called up to the trees.  <I'm with her!>
 
   He heard a faint exclamation of disgust, like the plop of a stone falling into a stream in the distance.  <It has learned our language!> said the old vivet.  <I will kill it now, before it teaches any others.>
 
   <Weaver!> called Ee. <Spare the human.  I brought it here to fulfill a promise.>  She dropped from somewhere in the trees to the granite boulder beside the cave, and her smooth green skin stood in sharp contrast to the gray of the rock.
 
   <You let it see you!> cried the Weaver.
 
   <I'm here,> Simon called to the trees, <to see the library.>
 
   The branches swayed overhead.  <He thinks he is one of us.>
 
   <This human has seen the wild man,> Ee said.  <Let him in.>
 
   <The wild man?  Then I have heard stories of this human.  Brave tales of how he and his friend avenged us.  Nevertheless, his skin is not green.  His blood is not white.  He wears no necklace.  He is no vivet.  This place is not for him.>
 
   With this vivet so insistent on killing him, Simon didn't know his chances of seeing tomorrow, let alone seeing the library.  One thought locked into place in his mind, though: why had he never recorded his life story in the vivet fashion?  <What if I had a necklace?>
 
   <This poor human is confused,> said the Weaver.
 
   <I could make one,> Simon insisted.  <Right now.>  He scanned the ground for vivet charms.  He would need an acorn to begin, to symbolize his birth.
 
   Ee called to the trees.  <If he makes his history, will you let him in?>
 
   <If this human had his own history... I wouldn't know what to do.  Very well.>
 
   That was all Simon needed to hear.  He thought of his father, and Bogg.  He would need symbols for them.  <I'm going to need... some human teeth.>
 
   <I have plenty of human teeth,> said the Weaver.  <Go ahead.>
 
   #
 
   Bogg and the Major couldn't rightly boom along since leaving the road.  They had left the maples and birches behind, and picked their way between tall, straight pines, hanging with ivy.  The Major, she seemed fine with letting Bogg guide the horses around a deadfall now and then, or around the thick and brambly parts where the trees were closer together than the span from his thumb to his elbow.  Otherwise, she had her mind fixated on driving the horses firmly sept-hest.
 
   She surely knew something Bogg didn't.  
 
   As they pushed through, they worked their way higher.  Nigh on mid-day, they came to the bottom of a cliff.  It weren't no more than ten or twelve feet high, but that was too much for the horses.  They followed it until they came to a shallow river that had cut a slim valley through the cliff, and by persuading the horses to wade upstream, they made it by.  The Major took the lead, and Bogg followed.
 
   The horses sloshed along, finding their footing on shifty riverstones.  To their left and right were rocky cliffsides, with tree roots peeking through here and there.  The Major pointed to one of the rocks.  "Good!" was all she said.
 
   Propped on the rock was a split log, a couple of feet long.  The bark was crumbling and the exposed wood was dark with rot, and Bogg reckoned whoever had set it there had done it years back.  He could still see the letters though.  Letters were not his specialty, though he did know all of them, and in a pinch could write his own name.  The pup had taught him.
 
   Bogg fixed his gaze on that split log and worked the letters out as his horse meandered past.  BEWARE, was the first half, he was fairly certain, burned into the wood bit by bit with something metal – the edge of a cattle brand, maybe.
 
   And time enough, he had the second half clear, and it was THE GREENIES.
 
   #
 
   Simon spent the afternoon gathering charms from the forest around the cave.  He still had no vine or strip of leather to string them on, and no awl to drill holes in them.  And he still needed an acorn.
 
   The Weaver had given him three teeth though, brown with long-dried blood.  He could barely stand to hold them in his palm, knowing they had come from some traveler the vivets had ambushed and killed.
 
   Maybe not, he told himself, maybe this person had died of something else and the vivets had scavenged the body...
 
   Ugh.  He didn't have time to think about it.  Wherever the teeth came from, he needed them.  One for his father, one for Bogg... and one for that old blue-unicorn privateer, Tyrus Jurgen, whose violence had turned Simon's life around.  If Simon hadn't crossed paths with that killer, Simon would still be working the printing press in his father's house and running scared from teen-aged bullies like Marshall Dunster and Johann Gordon.  Stained with ink, Simon knew, and sweating with fear.
 
   He would never have met Bogg, nor Ee, and who could know if he would have had visions of the wild man?  He didn't see how.  Funny, he thought, as he worked a thread free from the sleeve of his fraying cotton shirt.
 
   Funny how life works out.
 
   He heard a birdlike vivet whistle, and an acorn landed at his feet.
 
   <Thanks, Ee.> he said.
 
   He tied the end of the thread around the acorn that represented his birth, and looped it around the objects he had gathered, one after the other.
 
   A broken piece of robin's egg, to represent the death of his mother.
 
   A dried pine needle and a finger-sized chunk of fir bark, to represent the red rhino stampede that had almost breached the walls of Fort Sanctuary.
 
   A buckeye, to represent the flu that had almost killed him when he was seven.
 
   And on it went, including the three human teeth, ending with the fragment of walnut shell that represented meeting Ee.  Simon's life was twenty-one charms long, and took three threads from his shirt, tied end-to-end.  
 
   He held it over his head.  <Weaver!>
 
   <Don't yell,> said the Weaver from behind him. <Humans are so loud.>
 
   Simon turned.
 
   The Weaver stood at the base of a pine near the cave’s entrance.  He was smaller than Ee and wore an ancient-looking tunic of deerskin.  His skin caught the evening sun in a strange way… Simon stepped closer.  The Weaver was impossibly pale for a vivet, a green so pale it was practically yellow.  The blue of his eyes was nearly white, and his gaze at Simon was steady.
 
   Simon held out his thread.  <Here.>
 
   The Weaver didn’t take it or even look at it.  <You are my first human. Do you breathe fire?>
 
   <Who told you humans breathe fire?>
 
   <So you do!>
 
   <No.>  Simon shifted the charms to one hand and put his fingers to his eye, the vivet sign of confusion or uncertainty.  The Weaver watched steadily, not reacting, as if Simon were invisible to him.
 
   Why wouldn’t the Weaver look at his life history?
 
   The vivet suddenly snatched the thread from Simon and draped it over the four wriggling yellow fingers of each hand, working it, probing each charm one at a time, as if to be sure each was real.
 
   Simon suddenly realized that the Weaver couldn’t see.  A blind librarian?
 
   It could be, Simon thought – vivet “writing” was made of objects, and it was easy to feel the difference between nuts and seeds and pieces of bark.  Still, the notion made Simon feel a long way from the printing press he had grown up tending.
 
   The Weaver’s fingertips came to the last charm. <So short.  How old are you?>
 
   <I am…> Simon wasn’t so good with vivet numbers.  He tried to convert in his head.  <Eight and five years.  How old are you?>
 
   <Four sixty-fours and two eights and three years.>
 
   Simon couldn’t figure that out.  <Sounds old.>
 
   The Weaver showed round, pearl-like teeth in a proud grin. <I am very old.>
 
   <And you are…> There was no vivet word for blind.  <You can’t see?>
 
   <I am the librarian.>
 
   Simon nodded – thoughtlessly, since the Weaver couldn’t know the gesture. <From spending all those years in that cave?>
 
   <No. I was chosen for the job because I can’t see.  Do you eat raw meat?>
 
   Simon didn’t answer at first.  <Not if I can help it.  Why do you ask?>
 
   <You are my first human,> he repeated.
 
   Simon grinned too. <You must have heard me coming this morning.>
 
   <I smelled you coming.>
 
   Simon’s grin fell. “Oh.”  Then, in vivet, <What do humans smell like?>
 
   <Dogs.  Horses.  Cows.  Are you related to dogs?>
 
   <I don’t think so. Are you related to trees?>
 
   The Weaver pressed his lips together and looked thoughtful. <I don’t think so.>  He held out Simon’s life story. <You honor me by sharing this. Today, you are a vivet.>
 
   Simon felt a strange chill and stood a little taller.  He had just taken a step closer to the wild man… and he wished the vivets who had taken a shot at him could be here to see this.
 
   He lifted the thread from the Weaver’s hands.  <Thank you.>
 
   The Weaver strode past him, nimbly hopping a boulder by the cave entrance.  <Come with me.>
 
   This was Simon’s chance – the Library of Charms!  If there was any vivet knowledge of the wild man, it would be here.  And he even had a librarian to help him with any charms he didn’t know.
 
   The Weaver stepped down into the crevice and disappeared.  Simon followed, and was enveloped in darkness.  He waited for the Weaver to strike a light… then he remembered that vivets only used open fire and glowing firebrands for light.  There was no fire in the cave.  <Weaver?  Isn't there any light?>
 
   But why would there be?  The Weaver didn't need it.  Simon felt his way deeper into the black as cold realization took hold of him.  <Weaver?>
 
   Simon would have to do this in perfect darkness.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
   After leaving the stream, Lis held the lead and drove the horses upland, into deeper and deeper forest.  She watched how the tree shadows fell on the needle-covered ground, and as they moved over the course of the day, she compensated, holding her course.  She pressed on, ever steady in the direction the stiletto had shown her.
 
   She wanted vivets.
 
   A sign of them would tell her that she was close to Simon Jones, but what she really hoped for was to capture one.  If she could just interrogate a vivet, she could learn so much: strengths, weaknesses, hideouts... then, Jones would have no chance.  So Lis watched the trees for any trace of unnatural movement, any sign of unnatural green.
 
   At times the slope became so steep that she led Mr. Bogg back and forth, making her own switchbacks.  At last, the horses cleared a ridge, their hooves slipping on the crumbling stone, and reached a vast forested plateau.
 
   The mix of oaks, maples and birches she'd seen in the lowlands were behind her now, and these firs and pines reached higher than any she'd seen in Mira.  Their upper branches disappeared behind the branches of others, seeming to fade into distance above her.  It made her dizzy when she looked up.  The trunks around her were rough and knotted, with deep grooves, and broad enough to hide not only a man, but a horse and rider.
 
   They came to a dry husk of a tree, its bark a dead grayish color and its branches without needles.  A skeletal branch had dropped off and lay twisted before them.  She led the horses around it.
 
   "You reckon we'll find our muddy friend up here," Mr. Bogg called, "waiting for us?"
 
   Did he find the homonculus amusing?  "We shouldn't have left it," she said, not bothering to face him.  "We should have found a wizard and destroyed it with an abjuration spell.  Or put it to decent use.  Ordered it to guard something."
 
   Rough, barking chuckles came from behind her.  "I knew you'd say something like that."  More chuckles.  "That's why I asked."
 
   She jerked the reins in impatience, startling her palomino.  "And what would you suggest?"
 
   She heard the chuckling grind to a stop.  "Not a thing that would answer.  A feller like that must have some natural place for hisself.  Even if he's all made of mud.  Ain't no one can find it but him, though.  We did right.  He'll have to find his own way."
 
   "Ignore it?  Hope it will go away?" she asked.  "That bears all the marks of a coward, Mr. Bogg."
 
   "Oh," Mr. Bogg sounded impressed.  "A coward."
 
   Lis felt her temperature rise and suppressed it.  She had to try to reach him.  "Listen, you reprobate.  Where I come from, we clean up the messes we make.  We don't let them wander and spread filth over the landscape.  We solve problems, we fix things, we actually care!"
 
   "Is that why so many people have run like hell to get here?  Plenty of folks I know would rather wrassle hodags than live with your fixes to their problems."
 
   "You don't know anyone, you selfish, uncaring lout."
 
   Mr. Bogg jutted his chin forward, then he stopped and seemed thoughtful, his jaw slowly working this way and that, making his beard move.  "You may have me there," he said at last.  "But I judge I've found the answer why Algolans make so much trouble and push everyone around.  They think they're helping."
 
   "Backward," Lis snarled, "self-centered, thoughtless barbarian."
 
   "Nosy," Mr. Bogg shot back, "pesky, strong-arm busybody."
 
   "And what of Simon Jones?" she demanded.  "Would you just let him get away?  Is that another problem you wouldn't bother to solve?"
 
   Lis thought Mr. Bogg would snap back at her, being too dull-witted to see her point.  But he didn't.  He stared at her.  His mouth hung open in wordless befuddlement, surrounded by shaggy blond hair.
 
   A dead tree branch, the length and thickness of a man's arm, fell from the sky.  It struck the ground, tossing a puff of pine needles.  Both horses whinnied and awkwardly backed away.
 
   This forest is old, Lis thought.  Plenty of dead trees–
 
   Another branch, short and thick, shot down and cracked against the trunk beside her, knocking off chunks of bark and a cloud of dust.  Her palomino surged under her, panicking, and she pulled firmly at the reins.
 
   Something was up there, using the dead trees as ammunition.
 
   "Vivets," she said.  "Is it vivets?"
 
   Mr. Bogg struggled to control his own horse while he scowled suspiciously upward.  "Ride!  Get under cover!"
 
   "Where?"
 
   More branches raced down, spinning, shattering against the trunks around her and bouncing off the forest floor.  Some were mere twigs.  Others were flush with green needles, ripped off a live treetop and thrown fluttering down.  The air filled with the sound of hooting from above, wild and angry, as if the prospect of beating her to death with falling debris filled some tribe of laughing, malignant beasts with overwhelming joy.
 
   Her palomino reared.  Lis reached for the saddle's horn but missed, and she felt herself rolling off the horse.  She grasped desperately for anything, and her fingers found the stock of the firelock.  It came free of its holster on the saddle and fell away, and Lis tumbled off.  Her foot caught in the stirrup and her face hit the ground hard, dazing her.  The horse ran, and as her head cleared, she realized she was being dragged.  She kicked and twisted her foot.  It came free of the stirrup and her body dropped to the ground.
 
   Lis had only been dragged for a couple of seconds, but she felt as if she'd been torn to pieces.  No time to rest – she scrambled on hands and knees to the base of a tree and pressed herself against it, watching and listening.
 
   Her guide had been thrown from his horse as well, and crouched with his back against a tree.  Blood flowed from a gash on his forehead into one eye, which he held closed in a permanent wink.
 
   A broken log, six feet long, came crashing down, tearing loose branches as it fell.  It slammed into the ground between Lis and Mr. Bogg hard enough to kill a horse, had it been a luckier shot.
 
   "All right, Mr. Bogg!" she called over the hoots and the noise of crashing debris.  "How do you fight vivets?"
 
   He wiped blood from his eye.  "These ain't vivets!"
 
   #
 
   Simon climbed into the dark.
 
   The crevice was tight and full of turns, and he twisted his body to get through.  The broadsword snagged, so he slipped it off his back and propped it in the tunnel.  He set his beaverskin hat on it and left it behind.  The satchel didn't make it much farther than the sword.  He slipped it off his shoulder and tried pulling it behind him, but it lodged at the next bend.
 
   He'd have to let it go, too.  He unfastened the iron clasp, rummaged until he found his tinderbox and an old candle, and slipped these inside his shirt.  The deeper he crawled, the narrower it got.  Rough stone scraped his hands and elbows, and in one spot, his ears and cheeks.
 
   He was in total darkness when he felt his legs pass into open space.  He stepped blindly, every which way, probing for firm footing.  When he found it, she shimmied his upper body out of the crevice and into black emptiness.
 
   <Weaver?> Simon sat on a rough stone floor and leaned his back against the cave wall.  The Weaver had disappeared into the dark ahead of him.
 
   <Welcome,> said the Weaver at last, a voice out of the darkness.
 
   Was this it? Simon wondered. The Library of Charms?  It wouldn't be much use to him if he couldn't see.  He took out the tinderbox and worked the lid off by feel, picked up the flint and steel and let them settle into the grip of each hand.  As he crouched in the blackness with the box of tinder between his feet, he struck the flint with the steel.  Tiny sparks fell into the tinder and extinguished themselves, making no light save for green afterimages in Simon's vision.  He struck the flint again and again, bashing his thumb with the steel and wincing occasionally as useless sparks fell into the tinderbox and died.
 
   Light, he thought.  I've come this far, curse you.  Light!  
 
   He was so close.  His fingers shook with frustration, and he bashed his thumb again.  Old words came to him.  "Light, you puddle of piss," he muttered.  "Godzooks... it's like smellin' whisky through a jailhouse winder."
 
   And he smiled as he remembered his uncle, even as his thumb dampened with blood.
 
   <Human speak?> asked the Weaver.
 
   The tinder ignited at last.
 
   Simon snatched up the candle and put its tip to the burning tinder.  The wick caught, and Simon held up the candle, letting its light fill the cave.
 
   Strings of charms hung from the arched ceiling like garlands, thousands upon thousands, crowding so close that there was little bare stone visible.  Countless charms flickered in the candle's dancing yellow light.  Simon gasped.
 
   Eons of history, represented in every variety of seed, shell, nut, bark, twig, all preserved for centuries... 
 
   And all as dead and dry as the tinder in his box, with the closest garlands only a couple of feet below the candle's flame.  One slip, and the candle would turn this cave into an inferno, and Simon, the Weaver, and the record of vivet history would be ash.
 
   Simon blew out the candle, and darkness swallowed him again.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
   Bogg cleaved to the tree, pressing his body to the trunk as tight as a bull's ass in fly season, and grumbled as the critters up there threw down the forest at them.  He hated being bullyragged by somebody he couldn't bullyrag back.  
 
   "What are they?" hollered the Major.
 
   A branch cracked against the bark over his head and split itself in two.
 
   If they'd been greenies, Bogg and his fiery lady friend would be punched full of holes and suffering from gold poisoning by now.  He'd heard a lot of stories about the green men, and seen them at closer range than he would have preferred, and had never heard of them pitching wood like this.
 
   The hooting was wrong, too.  Greenie hoots had a pretty ring to them, a nice thing to hear before you die.  Greenies sounding like this would have to be either tone-deaf or drunk.
 
   "These are argopelters," he hollered back.  
 
   "How do we fight them?"
 
   Bogg raked his memory about the tree-dwelling nasties and came up with nothing.  "We don't.  We get our heads bashed in and they eat us."
 
   "Not acceptable!"  The Major left her tree and scrambled across the space between them until she passed too far behind Bogg's tree trunk for him to see her.  He chuckled.  The other option to getting their heads bashed in was to lay low, until the argopelters got bored or ran out of loose branches to pitch.  Then they'd wander off.  
 
   Bogg kept that to his own self, though.  No need for his boss to have too easy a time.  The way he saw it, the argopelters were practically on his side.
 
   By and by, they had torn up a fair portion of their cover up there, and Bogg caught a glimpse of one as it paused to snap a limb off a dead pine.  It was furry and coal-black, human-shaped to a point, beyond which it was stubby and mostly arms.  Those arms did a fine job of throwing, which Bogg judged was a decent hunting strategy given the right kind of forest.
 
   They sure had Bogg cornered.
 
   The boom of a firelock shook through the forest and echoed in Bogg's skull.  Painfully close range – he reckoned the Major had gotten ahold of the piece she'd purchased at the rendezvous.  The argopelters didn't like the noise one bit.  Their drunk hoots started up another verse, high-pitched and fidgety, then died down as they cleared out, swinging through the treetops.
 
   The forest fell quiet.  Time enough, the birds tested a few of their usual calls.
 
   The Major strutted over to where Bogg was hunkered.  She was dirty head-to-toe, with pine needles jammed in the links of her chain mail, and sported about as much blood as he did.  But she looked proud as a peacock, and propped her firelock on her shoulder.
 
   Bogg peered around both sides of his tree.  No sign of a dead argopelter.  She hadn't hit a thing.
 
   No sign of the horses, neither.
 
   "Nice shot," he muttered.
 
   "Thank you.  Now we know how to fight them."
 
   Noise, he reckoned.  Simple enough.
 
   "They were howler monkeys, by the way," she said.  "We have them in Algolus.  Though not so large or so aggressive–" she got a distant look in her eye.  She felt at her neck and didn't seem to find what she expected.
 
   "My amulet," she whispered, sort of dauncy, and looked behind her.  "I lost it."  
 
   "The horses, too," Bogg grumbled.
 
   "Forget the horses!  I have to find that amulet."  She dropped the firelock without a care and started scouring the ground, pulling aside a thrown branch now and then, and scraping through the needles with her boot.
 
   Bogg couldn't make sense of a body getting so fiddled up over a mere gewgaw, but then, he was not city folk.  Nor was he a lady, nor was he an Algolan.  If she wanted to spend a few hours or days chewing up the woods after a trinket, that meant less time chasing the pup.  "What's it look like?"
 
   "Thaumatite.  Translucent, but with a violet cast in sunlight.  Lemurian runes.  If you see it, tell me.  Don't touch it."
 
   Thaumatite and Lemurian didn't help Bogg much.  He picked himself up and wandered, making a show of looking.  "Here's a plan I've been studying.  You find your family heirloom.  I'll find the horses."
 
   She didn't look up.  "It's not a family heirloom.  It belonged to Galton."
 
   "I see."  After a thought, Bogg reckoned he didn't see much at all.  But it dawned on him that not finding the horses worked in his favor.  So he meandered among the trees, admiring all the firewood the argopelters had laid down for him.  The cut over his eye set itself to aching, but it was far from the worst he'd ever had.
 
   "Are you even looking?"
 
   "Oh, indeedy."
 
   "Don't touch it."
 
   "Yes, ma'am."
 
   "Don't!"
 
   "Yes, ma'am."
 
   By and by, the Major sat herself down and was still.  Bogg watched her, though on the sly as he still pretended to hunt, and he saw that she held a necklace in her hands.  She picked dirt off a purple stone.  
 
   "Found it," she said, and her voice was easy and noodly.  "Found it."
 
   "Well," Bogg said thoughtfully, "I am positively delighted."
 
   The Major cast him an unpleasant look.
 
   Bogg ignored it.  "Shall we spread out and find the horses?"
 
   "Do you think we still can?"
 
   Those horses had made off in a hurry, and may not have stopped yet, given the ruction they'd escaped.  Bogg didn't think finding them before dark was likely.  "Could be."
 
   The Major scowled at the trees, in the direction she and Bogg had been driving all day.  "We have a prize to catch.  If we can't find the horses, I don't want to lose time looking."
 
   Best thing, Bogg judged, would be to look for the horses and not find them.  He tried to strategize.  Tugging the Major's chain was fun, he'd admit, but Godzooks, dishonesty was complicated.  "If we press on without the horses, we'll be slow.  Real slow."
 
   "I'm aware of that.  And yet... "
 
   "All our truck was on those horses."
 
   "We'll press on.  On foot.  We'll use the daylight we have left."
 
   Bogg sniffed.  "They'll probably get et by thunderbirds."
 
   "I've made my decision."  She cast about one last time and strode off, stepping over branches and logs.  Her firelock lay where she'd dropped it.
 
   Bogg picked it up by the warm metal of the barrel.  "Abandoning this?"
 
   She glanced back.  "The powder and shot were on the horse."
 
   Bogg ran past events over in his mind.  "How did you manage to shoot it?"
 
   "I had it loaded all along."
 
   Bogg didn't trust firelocks enough to carry one loaded.  But the Major had done a fine job of it, pulling their hides out of the fire.  He dropped the firelock, stuck his tongue in his toothhole, and marched on.
 
   #
 
   Simon sat at the entrance of the greatest library in Mira… and he couldn’t read a word.  The very air seemed to stink of defeat, smelling heavy and pungent, and getting stronger as the smell of candle wax faded. 
 
   <Why are you sitting there?> came the Weaver’s voice from the darkness.
 
   <I can’t see,> Simon confessed.
 
   <You have hands.>
 
   <I can’t read by touching.> Simon wished he had the Weaver’s skill, and could distinguish a shred of birch bark from maple bark by holding them in his fingers.  <I need to see.>
 
   <Wait,> muttered the Weaver.
 
   Darkness and silence.  There was something familiar about that smell.  Something calming, unpleasant as it was.
 
   The Weaver began to sing.  The long, deep, sustained notes resonated in the cave until they seemed to come from within Simon.  He could feel the vibrations in his chest.  He tried to listen for any words, but he only heard the Weaver strike a simple, repeating melody.
 
   That melody, and the darkness, and the warm, homey stench, all worked to erode Simon’s sense of place.  He pinched the back of his hand to remind himself of his body.  He wanted to ask – why was the Weaver singing? – but the deep sounds were so beautiful that he couldn’t spoil them by adding his own voice.  So he listened… and lost himself.
 
   Then the walls began to glow.
 
   Dimly at first – and blue, and speckled, a cold light on the cave’s stone that set the garlands of charms in sharp, black relief.
 
   Simon forgot to breathe.
 
   The blue glow surged, and the specks crawled over the rocks, churning.  He reached out to a crag beside him, and the blue lights fled from his touch.  He spread his fingers and trapped one as in a cage, and closed his grip until he felt a tiny soft insect, with blue light shining from the ridges of its abdomen.
 
   The cavern shone gently now, and the Weaver stopped singing.  <Careful. Don’t treat them too roughly.  You have to sing to them.  They like it.  You sing, and they glow.>
 
   “Fireflies.”  Simon released the insect and it buzzed to the others on the rock.
 
   Now he could see.  The garlands in their thousands stood out in blue light.  The Weaver sat on a boulder near the center of the cavern, surrounded with coils of dark, fine rope.  It was the string for the garlands, what each of these charms was threaded on.  He held the end of the rope, twisting strands to make even more, and each strand ended in a tuft of long, wild hair.
 
   Piles of hair lay around the stone where he sat… and suddenly the pieces fit together in Simon’s mind like the notched logs of a well-made cabin.  He knew the hair was what he had been smelling.  And he knew how the librarian got his name.
 
   <What are you weaving?>
 
   <We can’t use vines.  They would dry out and rot.  Our history is recorded on something that can last.>
 
   Simon knew he had smelled it before.  <The hair of four-legged hills.>
 
   <Vivets follow the herds, gather it, and bring it when they bring me news.  I weave the hair into rope, and weave the news into history.>  The Weaver’s fingers worked the strands, twisting ceaselessly, as his skin caught the light and shone blue.  <You are here. You can see.  Where would you like to begin?>
 
   <The beginning,> said Simon.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
   Lis trudged through the forests of Mira, secretly following the guidance of the stiletto, with Mr. Bogg at her side.  It was far more difficult than she would have guessed yesterday, when she'd been on horseback.  She hiked up and down rolling hills, climbing over deadfalls and boulders, and a deep ache had set into her ankles and thighs.  By nightfall, she missed the horses dreadfully and was anxious to stop.
 
   They never came to a clearing.  Never found an ideal place to make camp.  But the light faded inexorably to deep shadow, and the day's time was up.  "We stop here," she said.
 
   "Suits me," he said.  Although rather than stopping, he strolled among the trees.
 
   Lis had no blanket and no food.  Her stomach felt shrunken.  It gurgled bitterly.  As she pulled off her shredded silk tunic and rolled her chain mail byrnie over her head, she wondered how cold it would get that night.  They had gained some altitude that day, but it shouldn't be too cold to sleep.  Perhaps a fire tonight, just to warm her spirits.  Her guide could set it.  It was time he was useful for something.  
 
   She could still see him in the twilight, through the trees.  "Mr. Bogg?"
 
   "Yes'm?"  He didn't look up from the ground.
 
   "Perhaps a fire this evening."
 
   "My tinderbox was on the horse."
 
   Damn.  She sat on the ground and stretched her legs straight before her, working the stiffness out of them.  "What are you doing out there?"
 
   "Looking for supper."
 
   She felt a small spark of hope.  "Excellent.  What's for supper?"
 
   "Nothing yet."  He took a few more steps, his head down.  "Oho!"  He bent and uprooted something.  "I was looking for bracken fern.  But this is better."  He wiped dirt from it.
 
   The spark flickered and dimmed.  "What... is it?"
 
   "Wild onion."  His gaze returned to the ground.  "Oh, there's more."
 
   A few moments later, he brought her a half-dozen dirty, egg-sized bulbs, and kept several for himself.  He bit into one, crunching happily.  "Weeks," he mumbled around half-chewed onion.  "That's how long you can live on these.  Weeks."
 
   The spark died.  With no joy whatsoever, Lis rubbed an onion furiously on the sleeve of her gambeson.  Still dirty.  She brought it to her mouth and touched the tip of her tongue to it.  It tasted as she imagined the bottom of her boot would taste.
 
   You need the nourishment, came a familiar, ruthless voice within her.  She pulled her lips back from her teeth and bit.  The onion crunched juicily.  As she chewed, it seemed to bite her back.  Her tongue burned and her eyes watered.
 
   It will keep you alive, said the voice.  And thus you will find Simon Jones.  So she swallowed and bit again, until she had eaten all six.
 
   Two hours later, Lis sat leaning with her back against a fallen log.  Her tongue still burned slightly.  She had been dozing, waiting until Mr. Bogg's soft but persistent snores came to her ears.  The man slept like the dead, she had come to discover, and now it was night and she was alone.  
 
   A gibbous moon, bold and white, shone through the trees like a portent, and branches laid black shadows across Lis's body.  Judging by its phase and hour of rising, the moon would be full in a couple of days.  Perhaps the light of that full moon would honor her capture of Simon Jones.  She remembered the old legends Galton had told her about the moon – it represented Selene, goddess of the hunt, a figure that Lis had always felt close to.
 
   She drew the stiletto from its sheath and admired its silver glow in the moonlight.  "Awake, sleeping blade," she whispered.  "And seek out your brother, as I seek justice for mine."  The stiletto glowed with more than moonlight, and when she placed it in her palm, it moved, settling into a new position with its point in the direction they had been heading.
 
   The stiletto was giving her consistent information.  Blodleter was stationary, and Lis was closing on it.
 
   #
 
   In the Library of Charms, Simon stayed up late into the night, reading strings of vivet history awash in blue radiance and the thick smell of hill hair.  The Weaver helped whenever Simon came to a charm he didn't know.  There was no clear beginning to the history, and Simon learned nothing about the origin of the vivets in Mira.  The earliest strands were mere fragments, and those fragments were merely catalogues of animals and tales of bold hunts.  
 
   The Weaver never rested, and patiently offered assistance all night.  Simon had learned long ago that vivets did not sleep.  He, though, gave up around midnight.  He pulled his satchel down from the cave entrance, ate a few shreds of coneybuck jerky, and slept.
 
   He awoke an hour later, unable to sleep any more, and went back to reading the charms.  He found the recipe for the golden slingstones, and after some help from the Weaver with geography, he found the secret vein of pure gold the vivets used as the source of their ammunition.
 
   But he wasn't interested in that, so he read on.
 
   Where were the references to the wild man?
 
   There was some sort of elusive connection between the wild man and the vivets... they had to have recorded something about him.  Were the wild men a race of people that had lived before?  Were they the first people to live in Mira?  What had happened to them?
 
   After another couple of hours, he could read no more and fell asleep on the stone.  In his dreams, he felt the presence of a familiar giant, twelve feet tall with red-brown fur and brilliant orange eyes, but the giant was too far away to see clearly.  When Simon awoke, the sun had not yet risen – no trace of dawn came down the cave entrance. 
 
   He returned to reading again.
 
   And he found something.
 
   At first, it was just another charm he didn't know – an entire pine cone, big as his fist, woven into the thread.  It was the largest charm he'd encountered.  <Weaver?  What's this?> he asked, as he had many times that night.
 
   The Weaver's delicate fingers took the cone and turned it, probing.  <Everything.>
 
   <Pardon?>
 
   The Weaver stopped to think, and in the dim blue light, shadows formed in the furrows of his hairless brow.  <I mean... all the land and water there is.>
 
   Simon nodded.  <Mira.>
 
   <No.  All the Miras.>
 
   Simon drew in a breath.  "The world."  Mira and Algolus... and whatever else might be out there.  What would vivets have to say about the entire world?  They had never left Mira – at least, they had never been seen by humans anywhere besides Mira.  Was this thread a creation myth?
 
   Simon glanced at the following charms in the thread.  There were a lot of pine cones in it – the thread was heavy with them, and... here was a particular charm he had learned tonight.  It was a carefully wound loop of wolf, bear, and splintercat hairs around an owl feather.
 
   The symbol for the wild man.
 
   Simon anxiously searched the charms, stringing their meaning together.  The world... within... a cave... created by... the wild man.  
 
   We all live in a cave created by the wild man.  Simon smiled.  It was a creation myth.
 
   But...
 
   The next charms were geographic.  Symbols for a particular place, the location of the cave that held the world inside it.  
 
   His fingers clutched the charms more tightly.  How could a cave on the eost side of the Starry Mountains have the world inside it?  
 
   He frowned.  Because... apparently the wild man had put it there.  What did it mean?
 
   It had to mean something.  All the other occurrences of the wild man’s owl feather had merely reported sightings of the wild man by vivets throughout history.  This was the first mention of something like the dripstone monument, something the wild men may have created, a sign of their people, something Simon could see for himself...
 
   Of course.  Simon drew in a breath, setting his resolve, and searched the geographic charms giving the location of the cave.
 
   Because he knew he had to go there.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
   Bogg breathed in the morning air of yet another fair day.  He followed the Major, who rose and started out with hardly a good-morning or a how-do, climbing into the Two-Dog Mountains.  The Major, she boomed along like she had a notion of where she was going, and showed no patience for any of Bogg’s directions.
 
   Matter of fact, Bogg was starting to feel useless, and that made him nervous.  He had to keep her from cutting him loose, since as far as he could tell, she was aimed at Simon Jones like she’d been shot from a cannon.
 
   They came to a broad, tilted meadow, so long and slopey that it seemed they walked along the base of a grass-covered mountain.  “This here,” Bogg averred, trying to sound knowledgeable, “must be the aust side of the Grassy Hills.”
 
   “Still vivet territory?”
 
   “Indeedy.”  And that was no stretcher.  Bogg wondered what greenies would make of a mountain man and an Algolan marching through their homestead.  The results, he reckoned, were unlikely to be pretty.  But then… that suited him.
 
   They were still at the bottom of the slope, a quarter mile from the summit, but they were above the cover of the trees, and the sun beat down on them with ferocity.  Bogg would have given anything to dip into the shade of those trees and take the day off.  Find a brook and go fishing, maybe.   
 
   “Say,” Bogg began.  “Tell me something.”
 
   The Major marched on and did not turn to face him.  “What is it, Mr. Bogg?”
 
   “Ever since Fort Sanctuary, you’ve got a new fire lit under you.  How do you know where we’re going?”
 
   “Don’t concern yourself about that.”
 
   “A little bird tell you?”
 
   She was silent a spell.  “Yes, Mr. Bogg.  I’ve been conversing with several woodland creatures.  Haven’t you?”
 
   Bogg grumbled.  Sass.  That was just what he needed.
 
   “I expect you to keep your eyes open for signs of vivets.”
 
   He kept his mouth shut and checked the trees, fifty paces to his right.  It looked dark and shadowy in there, and cool and shady, and easy and comfortable… and anyhow, any critter could be hiding there.  Opposite, up the hill to his left, lay open country, save for the summit, which bore a crowd of flat boulders, baking in the sun.
 
   Something slithered on one of the boulders, and Bogg caught a flicker of something pale blue – a little piece of summer sky, right there on the rock.  He stopped and stared, curious, putting his attention on it.
 
   Something was coiled on the rock up there.  Something with flecked patterns of tan and blue.  On the next rock lay another, and another, and another.  And despite the warmth of the day, Bogg felt ice creep up his spine.  Every muscle in his body held steady.
 
   He'd heard of that pattern, in the stories told by those who had survived a sighting of these critters.  Not a large crew.
 
   These were hoopsnakes, he judged.
 
   Whatever you do, the stories said, don't be downhill of them.
 
   As long as you're quiet, they said, you have a chance.
 
   As long as they don't notice you, they said, you maybe can slip by.
 
   The Major marched on with no knowance of the danger, and up to now, Bogg hadn't noticed what a racket of crunching her boots made in the grass.  "Mr. Bogg," she said, not turning around.  "How will we know if vivets are near?"
 
   Bogg winced at her ruckus, but couldn't risk telling her to shut up.
 
   "Apart from an attack, I suppose," she blathered on, ringing the dinner bell.  "what are the signs?"
 
   One of the hoopsnakes lifted its blue-speckled head and sneered at them.  That sneer, Bogg knew, was the natural lopsided set of its jaw, so when it attacked, it could bite hold of–
 
   A second slithery beast lifted its head to look down on them, the way a hungry man looks down at a loaded dinner plate.
 
   "Major," Bogg rasped, "if you don't shut your feed hole, I will give you such a peeling..."
 
   She turned and, by and by, caught a hold of the situation.  "Oh," she whispered.  "What are they?"
 
   "Hoopsnakes," Bogg said, slow and quiet.
 
   "Are they–"
 
   "Going to kill us?  I reckon so."
 
   "How do we–"
 
   "That time's past."
 
   That first critter that raised its head now lowered it and poured itself softly off the rock.  It disappeared into the grass near the summit... but not for long.  Its tail arched like a scorpion's – and the sight took the wind from Bogg's lungs, on account of the shining, brass-colored stinger at the end of that tail.  
 
   That's what they do, he thought.  Here it comes. 
 
   The arching tail seemed to trigger the other snakes.  They slithered off their perches and did the same thing.  The first one's tail curved a little higher out of the grass, maybe shoulder-height, until it came forward.
 
   The critter took hold of that brassy area, right near the stinger, with its sneer, closing itself off like a wheel. It's body flexed, leaning, and started to roll – slowly at first, so slowly that Bogg dared to hope he might have a chance.  Then the others joined in and he found himself staring at five hoopsnakes wheeling down on him.
 
   None of the stories would help him now.
 
   Nobody had seen this part and lived.
 
   The five wheels of death built up speed, their tan and blue patterns swirling into dizzying spirals.  Bogg couldn't look away.  He had the passing thought to run for the trees – some hard cover might give them a chance – but those spinning sky-blue spirals seemed to lock up his mind and give him the simples.
 
   He had the vaguest notion that the Major was standing and staring, too.
 
   "Ouroboros," she said.
 
   It was not a word Bogg knew, and it so flummoxed him that he broke his eyes off the hoopsnakes and scowled at her.  "What?"
 
   And just like that, the spell was broken, and Bogg could move.  “Run!”  He grabbed her and ran for the trees.  She staggered a little, and he hollered at her, "You're standing on the drop edge of yonder and it's over for you unless you run!"
 
   That seemed to do it.  Bogg could be fast in an open sprint when he was sufficiently motivated, despite being a large feller.  He pulled on the Major’s wrist as he ran, trying to get her up to speed, but time enough his arm went slack and she passed him.  She was quick as a deer, and Bogg caught the look in her eye as she breezed by.  He wouldn’t say it was fear, exactly – but maybe a genuine determination.
 
   Seeing the Major from the rear, her steel bludgeon bucking in its sling and her brown locks flowing, put fire to Bogg’s legs.  He was losing this race.
 
   As the hoopsnakes drew near enough, they would straighten out like spears and stab Bogg in the back with their stingers.  Once he was dead, they would swaller him down with their sneer end.  He gained on the Major, and wished for all the world that those trees ahead were closer than they were.  He didn’t dare to look back, on account of it would slow him up – or the sight of that pinwheel pattern of blue sky might stop him completely.
 
   He could hear the lead hoopsnake steadily mashing the grass like an oversized wagon wheel.  That sound got louder.
 
   Then came a sort of whizzing sound of something passing sideways over his head, like a bumblebee flying in close to see the humans get killed.
 
   A fast bumblebee.
 
   With a friend – a second one zipped behind him, a quick sharp buzz, gone instantly, with none of the usual meandering that was regular for bees.  There was something familiar about that sound.  Then–
 
   Zzzzzzz – thup!
 
   And the wagonwheel crunch of grass behind him stopped.
 
   The Major bolted into the shady grass and disappeared aback of a tree.  Bogg did too, and as he squeezed against the trunk and sucked air like a bellows, two vexatious facts weighed on him – first, that he was alive, and second, that it had gone so deathly quiet behind him.
 
   Where were the hoopsnakes?
 
   The Major was pressed against the tree next to him, and gave him a look that showed she was wondering the same thing.  Bogg knew it could be bad luck, but he risked a glance around the trunk and up the hill.
 
   Nothing but tall grass, all the way to the rocks at the summit.  Five hoopsnakes had up and vanished into the free air.
 
   “Gone,” Bogg muttered.  It gave him the fidges because he didn’t believe it.  That grass was tall enough to hide any manner of ornery critter.  He tried listening for slithery sounds, but the Major opened her trap and spoiled it.
 
   “They are magical,” she said, as if providing an explanation. She watched the field, narrow-eyed.
 
   Magical as horsefeathers, Bogg thought.  No more than the average Miran beast.  Then again… that could be a fair sight magical.  “What did you call them?”
 
   “Ouroboros,” she said.  “The World Serpent.” She leaned back against the tree.  “Or maybe it’s just Algolan for ‘hoopsnake.’  We should move on.  Slip away through the trees.”
 
   Bogg judged that was smart enough.  He wondered why he was still breathing, though.  What had happened?
 
   That sound… a hoopsnake got itself taken down a peg.  He’d heard that plain enough.  The others must have broken formation and taken cover.
 
   The grass rustled, shaky and urgent, not the shushing of a hoopsnake, but the sound of something running low and fast.  Something with feet.
 
   The Major turned and scowled at the field.  “What’s that?”  She heard the difference, too.
 
   Bogg stood, and from that vantage he spotted a flicker of green out there.  Now, the grass of the field was summer-dry and of the palest color, but this flicker was dark and bold, the green of wet moss.  Bogg knew that green, just as he knew the sound of the thing that had likely killed that hoopsnake.
 
   So he wasn’t surprised when that flicker of green rose and became a vivet striding through the grass, not twenty feet away.  It was a fine one, slender and fragile, tall as Bogg’s hip and dressed in vines and tatters of rabbit and coneybuck skin.  Its head was bald as a green egg, and its wide blue eyes stared defiantly at Bogg, daring him to make a move.
 
   “Tlal!  Non trofos!” the green feller said.
 
   Bogg had nothing to say to that.  The pup had picked up greenie-speak somehow, but to Bogg, it just sounded like a mix of birdsong and baby babble.  The vivet reached into the grass and lifted the tail of the hoopsnake it had killed, pinching it by the shining brassy stinger.  It pressed the tip of the stinger against the lip of a tiny clay pot it held.  Something that looked an awful lot like honey dripped from the stinger into the pot.
 
   Bogg had never heard of greenies using poison.  He had no idea what that stuff might be good for, only that it was about as far from honey as anything could get.  He had to admire the green feller’s gumption, choosing as he had to go about his business, paying no mind to a mountain man and an Algolan right beside him, let alone four more hoopsnakes loose in the grass somewhere.
 
   Bogg felt the Major’s hand on his shoulder.  “Is that what I think it is?”
 
   He knew what she intended, and didn’t answer.  The greenie could have killed them both right off, just to be spiteful.  Instead it had saved their lives.  Didn’t seem right to turn her loose on it.
 
   Jest the same, he nodded once, quietly, keeping his eyes on the greenie.
 
   After all, maybe the greenie would take care of the fix Bogg was in, and if it didn’t, maybe those other hoopsnakes would.  This whole stretch of bad luck he’d been on since the rendezvous might be over in a hot minute.  The Major might have been a regular tornado and tough as hickory, but he didn’t think she could handle a greenie and hoopsnakes together.
 
   She slipped her bludgeon off her back and strode toward the greenie, fired up and ready to tear the hinges off.  Bogg positively winced, expecting her to step on a hoopsnake and go down in a tangle.  The greenie gave her a mean look, but didn’t drop the hoopsnake tail.  Instead, three more greenies sprung up from the grass beside the first and let loose with a power of hooting that rang in his ears.  One of them dropped a ball of gold into a sling, and it shimmered in the sunlight as it spun up to speed.
 
   The Major didn’t even slow down.  She just lifted her mace and swung when that greenie fired.  Somehow she connected, and blew that golden slingstone into sparkling bits with a metal-on-metal clang that carried like a bullfrog and nigh on shook the needles from the trees.
 
   “You!” she roared at the one holding the stinger.  “You are under arrest!”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
   The three greenies melted back a step.  Bogg reckoned they'd never seen one of their golden slingstones explode before.  The one with a grip on the dead hoopsnake tail though, the one Bogg judged to be the leader, he stared her down like he'd seen humans before and didn't take stock in them.
 
   "Galdo hama!" he barked, and he stood his ground.
 
   The Major marched straight to the little feller, but didn't get three steps before one of the other four hoopsnakes reared out of the grass and clamped its sneer on the Major's knee.  That stopped her cold, but didn't seem to break her mood.  That chain armor she always wore must have kept its teeth out of her leg.
 
   The critter's tail stinger reared up, ready to jab her between the eyes.  The Major belted it with her thump-stick at the meaty part a foot below the stinger’s point, and those little blades – flanges – all but lopped that stinger clean off.  It hung loose and sprayed blood in ribbons onto the grass.
 
   But that snake didn't squeal and didn't let go.  So the Major lifted her knee to bring its head in range and bashed it a good one, ruinating its skull with a sound like breaking a bundle of dry twigs.  Then she stomped her foot down hard, and that shook its teeth loose from her knee.  It fell into the grass.  The Major turned back to the greenie and closed in.
 
   Bogg stayed by his tree, enjoying the fracas.  He studied that there were three hoopsnakes and four greenies left, set against one lonely but vexatious Algolan, which might seem hardly fair to an outsider, but Bogg knew this conflict could lean either way.
 
   The three greenies with slings dropped gold stones in them and revved them up.
 
   If the Major went down, punched full of golden holes, or shot full of hoopsnake venom... what would Bogg do?
 
   Go fishing, he decided.
 
   The slings over the greenies' heads had spun up to a humming blur.  Just as Bogg was wondering how the Major would swat all three slingstones, he saw the grass by those greenies take on a slithery motion.  The greenies noticed it too, and positively got the fan-tods, blue eyes bugging, scrambling from the hoopsnakes like their feet were on fire.  They lost their grip on their slings, which went sailing wild over the trees with golden slingstones still in them.
 
   The greenies were gone a blink later, disappearing into the grass and slipping away from the hoopsnakes.
 
   The Major reached the lead greenie just as it dropped the stinger it had been squeezing venom from.  She grabbed it by the shoulder.
 
   Bogg himself had never touched a live greenie, but he wasn't surprised that it didn't work out for the Major.  They didn't look like much – shorter than an underfed child and weighing thirty pounds soaking wet – but grabbing one turned out to be like grabbing the ear of a jackrabbit.  It put up a power of squirming until the Major stood with her hand in the air, holding nothing.
 
   That greenie, now loose, bolted away at top speed, which for a greenie, was nigh on fast as a splintercat.  It fell into the grass like a green shadow and disappeared, and Bogg wouldn't have seen it at all if it weren't for the fact that the poor greenie popped up a split second later–
 
   – dodging a hoopsnake stinger, raised and hovering in its face.  The greenie cut sideways and dove into the grass, slipping out from between the hoopsnake on one side and the Major's grip on the other... but not before dropping that little clay pot full of honey-colored death.
 
   Bogg narrowed his eyes, marking the spot where it fell.  The Major seemed to have missed it, perhaps on account of that hoopsnake was now close enough to bite her nose.
 
   It never got the chance.  She walloped it with her steel club, and down it went.  Then she stepped forward and crunched its head under her boot.  Two hoopsnakes left, by Bogg’s count.
 
   When the Major was done stomping, she scowled at the trees, then she scowled at the hill, and at last, she let out a snarl.
 
   Bogg knew why.  All the greenies had gotten away.
 
   A brassy stinger rose from the grass directly behind her.  
 
   Bogg felt a cry of warning rise in his throat, but no need – she spun to face the stinger and raised her bludgeon.
 
   The other hoopsnake shot up and clamped its sneer onto her elbow.  Its blue-speckled body rose in heavy loops and coiled around the Major, pinning her bludgeon arm.  She pulled at the coils, growling like a hound, but the hoopsnake had enough length to throw a coil around her legs and upset her balance.  Her growl hit a higher note as she toppled into the grass.  The stinger of the first hoopsnake rose over her, abiling with anticipation.
 
   Bogg pushed off the tree and covered the distance to them in a few long strides, the white of his fang dagger catching the sun.  He cut the stinger off that hoopsnake with a quick, clean swing, and when its head came at him and clamped onto his forearm, he sliced off that end, too.
 
   The head stayed clamped on, a foot of neck trailing from it.  Bogg had no fancy chain mail, and he felt a hundred little teeth digging at him through his buckskin.  But he ignored it for now, and turned to the last snake that had wrapped around the Major.
 
   A couple of careful slices, and it lay in pieces in the grass.  He helped the Major to her feet.
 
   She wore a few healthy dashes of hoopsnake blood and one sour expression.  "That did not go well."
 
   "Could have been worse.  You hurt anywhere?"
 
   She looked herself over.  "No.  You?"
 
   Bogg lifted his arm with the hoopsnake on it.
 
   "Oh."  She set her bludgeon, gory as it was, in its harness on her back, and set to prying the hoopsnake's jaws open with that little stiletto she carried.  Each time she pulled, the teeth cut a little deeper, until his blood ran down and soaked his hand, dripping off his fingers.
 
   He sighed roughly and his jaw worked back and forth as he waited for her to make some progress.
 
   "This bite," she said.  "Are you envenomated?"
 
   "I don't know," he said through clenched teeth.  "I think their poison is all on their back end."
 
   "That's odd."
 
   "Welcome to Mira."
 
   She finally gave up prying and cut through the hinge of the jaws with the stiletto.  It went though quick – wicked sharp, that stiletto –  and the hoopsnake's head fell to their feet.  Bogg rolled up his sleeve and kept his arm low, letting it bleed for another minute to wash out any corruption.  Then he wiped the blood away and admired the neat U-shaped rows of punctures in his skin.
 
   He grinned.  They looked right peculiar.  With luck, they would scar.
 
   Fresh blood oozed from the punctures, but not enough to worry about.  Jest the same, the Major looked at his arm and seemed a bit horrified, as if it was set to fall off.  "Mr. Bogg..." she began.
 
   He frowned at her.  "What?"
 
   "Thank you," she said at last.  "You saved my life."
 
   Bogg shrugged amiably.  "Well, it was nothing.  You…"
 
   But he had nothing to say.
 
   Why had he done it?  He had pissed away a perfectly good chance to save the pup.  It was what he had expected and planned for, to leave the sister of murdering rapscallion Tyrus Jurgen digesting in the belly of a hoopsnake, or meeting with some similar unfortunate end.  Then, someday, when he ran across Simon Jones again, Bogg would tell him about it and they would have a good laugh.
 
   But what did Bogg do?  He up and saved her!
 
   And it dawned on him that knowing who her brother was, and knowing what she was here for, didn't compare to seeing her fight – seeing her courage, seeing the thunder she held in her heart.  Bogg had never met anyone who could hold a candle to her.
 
   Godzooks, he liked her.  He wanted her to live.
 
   Well, this was a pickle.
 
   Because he didn't judge that Mira was big enough for both Simon Jones and Lisandra Jurgen at the same time.
 
   But killing her, well... that was too low.  If Bogg did that, he wouldn't be fit to roll with a pig.  He would have to find another way out, another key to this lock.  But he had no plan that would answer.
 
   The Major was staring at him, probably watching his wheels turn.  "Mr. Bogg?"
 
   Bogg grunted.
 
   "Any chance of catching those vivets?" she asked.
 
   He gave her a sour look, maybe more sour than the question deserved.  "Nobody chases vivets.”  His jaw worked back and forth.  “They might turn around and come after us, though.  Hard to say."
 
   She nodded.  "Very well.  Are you still able to travel?"
 
   Bogg felt the twinge of an insult.  He held up his bloody arm.  "What, this?  I disremembered it already."
 
   She smiled.  "Good.  I wouldn't want to leave you behind."
 
   "There's one thing, though."
 
   Her smile fell away.  "What?"
 
   "We don't have a single morsel of food.  It's soldier's lichen and bracken fern from here on out, which would be a shame, given that we're about an hour away from the finest hoopsnake steaks this side of the Starry Mountains."
 
   He got to see her jaw drop.  "You would eat these creatures?"
 
   "I ain't eating the damn stinger, mind.  But I've cleaned and cooked enough rattlesnakes that I reckon I can manage it."
 
   "What if we... I mean, what if we...?"
 
   "Puke?  Grow pretty blue scales?  Develop a hankering for rolling down hills?"
 
   "Exactly."
 
   "There's some risk, I admit.  But there's an argument in its favor."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "We're hungry."
 
   "I hate to lose the time."  She put a hand to her stomach and pressed.  "But then... you're the guide.  All right."
 
   Bogg set to cleaning the hoopsnake that he had rendered headless and tailless in the fight – the one that had bit him, which seemed appropriate.  He asked the Major as politely as he could if she would be so kind as to gather some firewood.
 
   "Wait!" she demanded.  "I thought your tinderbox was on your horse."
 
   Bogg had no idea what she was talking about – she might as well have said it in greenie speak.  Then he remembered.
 
   He had said that, hadn't he?  He hadn't wanted to give her the comfort of a fire at the time, so he had lied.
 
   He stuck his tongue in his toothhole and grunted.  Then he reached into his coat and pulled out his tinderbox, holding it up in a shrug.  "Right.  I lose track of where I keep things.  From time to time."
 
   Another lie.  But there weren't no choice with that one.
 
   She scowled at him something awful, and her shoulders deflated in disappointment.  Then she shook her head and, to Bogg's delight, went on and gathered some firewood.
 
   While she was out of sight, he strolled back to that spot he had marked in the grass, picked up the little greenie-made clay pot, and fit its stopper tightly into place.
 
   He paused.  Stealing from greenies was bad luck.  
 
   But eating hoopsnake might be bad luck, too.  He put the pot inside the pocket in his buckskin trousers.  He had no plan in mind, and still clung to his decision that he would not kill the Major, but jest the same, this world was a goose, as he often said.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   Simon Jones returned to the world of sunlight.  He had spent almost two days underground, reading the charms in the glow of the blue fireflies.  As his eyes adjusted to the white-hot day, he thought through his plan to find the World Cave.
 
   The world... within... a cave... created by... the wild man.  
 
   Maybe it was abandoned, like the dripstone monument, ancient and crumbling.  But maybe not.  Maybe it was a way of finding the wild man – by knocking on his front door.  The thought put energy in Simon's muscles.  If he could walk to the Hestern Sea, he could find this cave.
 
   He couldn't take the time to forage up food for the trip.  His body wouldn't stand for it.  It would be boiled pine cones and mushrooms the whole way, Bogg-style.
 
   Simon could do that.
 
   Beyond the crevice that led to the library, the granite slabs and towering pines looked as they did the day before yesterday.  It was about noon, shadows were short, and the rocks were too hot to sit on.  He had brought up a length of four-legged hill hair, made into a sturdy string by the Weaver, and carefully transferred all of his life's charms to it.  When he was finished, he tied the ends and placed it over his head, letting the familiar and dangerous scent of four-legged hill waft over him.  Now he wore a true vivet necklace.  He fit his sword on his back and settled his satchel on his shoulder.
 
   Ee appeared without a sound from among the pines.
 
   Simon smiled.  <You're still here.  You won't believe what I found.>
 
   She crept up to him and touched the satchel.  <You're leaving.>
 
   <The wild man's people made something.  A cave with the world inside.  I don't know what that means, but I'm going to find it.>
 
   Her wide blue eyes narrowed serenely, and she nodded – a human gesture again.  He felt honored by it.
 
   <Good,> she said.
 
   <It's on the far side of the Green Man Mountains, hest from here.  I can follow the Chilly River upstream most of the way.>  Something nagged at him, driving him to keep talking.  <It's going to be hard.  I'm can't pile on supplies like I could if I was leaving...> there were no vivet words for Fort Sanctuary or Rastaban.  
 
   <I think you will be fine,> Ee said.  <You aren't the little human you were when I first met you.>
 
   Simon felt a flush of warmth, and the nagging faded.  <I guess I'm not.>
 
   She looked him over, as if to confirm what she had said.  <You are taller.>
 
   He laughed.
 
   She reached up and touched his shoulder.  <And much stronger.  And your face has changed.  Less round.>
 
   He shrugged.  <I'm... growing up.>  He used the vivet word that referred to baby animals, since vivets didn't seem to grow up.  After a year, he still hadn’t seen a vivet child.  He had always meant to ask Ee where vivet babies came from.  He might as well ask now... and that nagging feeling came back.  It was almost painful.
 
   He had to leave her.  Again.  That was it.  <Ee... come with me.>
 
   She stepped back from him.  <No.>
 
   Simon winced.  <Why not?>
 
   <Sahman...>  She watched him suspiciously.  <Do you remember that I am not human?  My blood is white, not red.  I am already known as the vivet with the human pet.  That is enough.>
 
   Simon wasn't giving up.  <Have you ever heard of the place where I'm going?>
 
   <No.  Many things in the library have been forgotten.>
 
   <Aren't you curious?>
 
   Ee turned and disappeared into the trees.  She returned with a furred bundle, and held it out to him.  It was Simon's beaverskin hat.  He opened it to find strips of coneybuck jerky tucked inside.  He smiled, slipped the jerky into his satchel, and fit his old hat in place, its fur touching the tips of his ears.  <Thank you.>
 
   <I will never forget what you did for me,> she said.  <Travel safely, Sahman.  And when you return, I hope you visit your own people once again.>
 
   He had no answer to that.  There weren't nothing for it, as Bogg would say.  He thanked her for the jerky and started marching to the hest, alone.
 
   #
 
   It had been three days since Lis had seen the vivets, and they still haunted her.
 
   She had seen demihumans before.  Goblins had snarled at her from inside the prison camps she had once toured along the eostern border.  Trolls supposedly still roamed the old forests, and kobolds hid under the mountains.  She'd seen paintings of those.
 
   But vivets were like none of them.  Their skin was smooth and sleek, a shade of green like the first leaves of spring, with eyes the color of a summer sky.  Vivets moved as silently as mice, but when they spoke, it sounded like singing – the perfect opposite of goblin grunts and more beautiful even than the songs of the elves.  She tried to remember the sounds she had heard, marking them to know her target, but also struggling to recapture the brief beauty that had fallen on her ears.
 
   galdo hama
 
   She remembered the look in the vivet's eyes as she had held its arm.  Those eyes held a sparkling intelligence and an immeasurable indignation.  How had Simon Jones won these creatures over to his side?  They were formidable allies, and if they came to his defense, they would be formidable enemies for her.
 
   She set her doubts aside, as she had so many times before.  The act was a practiced and perfected habit.  She was a force of nature, as certain as a rising tide, as determined as a gathering storm.  She continued her march inland, pressing inexorably closer to Simon Jones, knowing that fate would smile on her yet.
 
   At least her guide had turned himself around.  He no longer tried to steer her where he thought she should go – no more visits to backward colonies like Fort Sanctuary.  Now, he followed her lead, an arrangement that had proven itself far superior to her trust of his native knowledge.
 
   And she could not forget the affair of three days ago, with the Ouroboros serpents.  Their meat had the nourishing sweetness found in the flesh of any vanquished foe... and no ill effects.  And the only reason she could enjoy the meal, of course, was because Mr. Bogg had saved her life.
 
   She would not forget that.  
 
   He was genuinely unattractive, bearded like a dwarf, with an odor that spoke volumes of an unwashed life in the wilderness.  He was rude, with no knowledge of his abysmal social rank, of how low he was compared to her, or even that such a thing as social standing existed.  Her royalty mattered not a whit to him.  He seemed to respect her, instead, because of her strength.  
 
   Ability mattered to him.  
 
   In this, they were alike.
 
   Despite his ignorance, and his tendency to speak in grammar so mangled that she could barely comprehend him, she could not ignore his own power.  He could, she imagined, strangle a bull.  But more than that, he seemed perfectly comfortable no matter what hardships they faced.  He answered to no one (except her, of course), owed no one, made no effort to prove anything to anyone.
 
   It was almost enough to make her envy him.
 
   Almost.
 
   They had crossed into the highlands yesterday, and the weather had cooled.  She invited him to make a fire this evening, and as he gathered wood, he prattled on about various foodstuffs they did not possess.
 
   "Anybody offers you whitefish," he said, "jest know they mean mushrooms."
 
   "I see," she said, only half listening.
 
   "And best to pass on wild pork."
 
   Lis watched the stars beginning to appear between the branches overhead.  "Why is that?"
 
   "It's slang for bear meat."
 
   "You would turn up your nose at bear meat, Mr. Bogg?"  She had assumed he would eat anything.
 
   He ran his hand down over his beard, thinking.  "Now that you mention it, I heard a recipe once.  You set water to boil in a pot, and add a few smooth stones.  Cut up the bear meat, and add that.  Boil for a few hours."
 
   Lis raised an eyebrow.  "A few hours?"
 
   "Yep.  Then throw out the bear meat and eat the stones."
 
   "I see."  Lis grinned.
 
   "Actually," he said, grinning back.  "I'm something of a finicky eater."
 
   "Are you now?"
 
   "Finicky as a house cat.  For example..."
 
   There was no point to this conversation, but night had fallen, and there was nothing to do but sleep.  "Go on."
 
   "Air.  A deep breath don't satisfy.  I know – I've tried often enough."
 
   "Hm."
 
   "Cockroaches.  Can't stand them."
 
   Lis's stomach twitched in disgust.  "I don't care for them, myself."
 
   "Nightcrawlers are easy to catch, but Jupiter Pluvius!  They're disgusting." Mr. Bogg smiled at her, clearly enjoying himself.
 
   She would have to fight back, apparently.  "Minced herring," she declared, wrinkling her nose.
 
   Bogg raised bushy eyebrows.  "Hodag tongue."
 
   "Gruel."
 
   His brows came back down.  "What's gruel?"
 
   "It's..."  Oatmeal and water... wait!  "It's unicorn intestines."
 
   Mr. Bogg grunted.  "Fricasseed thunderbird toes."
 
   "Goblin guts."
 
   "Ain't this a strange palaver we're having?  I wouldn't know a goblin.  Let's see... dragon brains.  With pemmican."
 
   She laughed.  "You've never seen a dragon!"  She hesitated.  "Have you?"
 
   He looked thoughtful and slowly shook his head.  "No dragons in Mira."
 
   "I thought not."  Lis knew something of dragons.  In the year before she joined the Royal Guard, she had trained for the elite military – the Dragonrider Squadron.  But alas, while she made the first cut, she didn't pass the final entrance exam.  On the final day of training – the day before the exam – she had ridden tandem with a captain of the squadron on a mountain dragon.  She remembered red scales impenetrable as steel but supple as leather, and black horns curving, backswept as if pressed by the wind of flight.  Lis had soared miles over Algolan farmlands, vast fields of barley beneath her like sheets of parchment.  She had never again felt such power.
 
   "No dragons, far as I know," Mr. Bogg mused.  "Except the one."
 
   "The..." Lis dropped her reverie.  "One?"
 
   "I ran into a dragon last year.  Fell into its cave, matter of fact.  It wanted to eat me, which I reckon is a natural enough sentiment for such a varmint.  Jest the same, we disagreed on the matter.  By the end of our fracas, it had lost three teeth."
 
   Lis had no taste for Miran whimsy.  "Really."
 
   Mr. Bogg lifted a hand.  "On my honor.  After that, it gave me a ride."
 
   Lis stared at him in wonder.  She had collared her share of dissembling hooligans, but they lied in hope of escape, not amusement, and she could smell the fear on them.  But this man!  She couldn't  recall ever being lied to so brazenly.  "And where is this great wyrm now, oh dragon rider?"
 
   He leaned back and considered the stars.  "On the sept side of Deadreckoning Peak."  He pointed.  "That way.  I'm not truly sure.  I didn't care to mark the spot.  I was on my way somewhere else at the time."
 
   She grinned.  "So the encounter was a distraction.  How inconvenient."  She decided to have a bit of fun.  "What color was it?"
 
   "The dragon?"
 
   "Don't you remember?"
 
   "In the cave, black.  In sunlight, sort of swampy."
 
   A lowland dragon?  No, it couldn't be.  "A horn over each eye?" she pressed.
 
   He squinted and shook his head.  "A mess of horns.  More of a frill."
 
   Exactly like a lowland dragon.  Mr. Bogg had seen a picture somewhere.  "The wings folded on its back?"
 
   "They fell around it like a cloak.  Except when we were flying."
 
   "Of course," she sighed.  His fanciful joke was somehow giving her a sour stomach.  "How long?  A hundred feet, I suppose."
 
   "I'd say three hundred.  I was a flea on a flying hound."
 
   Goblin guts.  "Let's discuss something else, shall we?"
 
   The mountain man gazed at her quietly, probably sensing her discontent.  He went back to gather another bundle of bark and branches, and when he returned, he had a sizeable pile.  He shredded some of the bark in his thick fingers, and took the flint and steel from his tinderbox (the tinderbox he had lost before, despite it being on his person) and set sparks to the shreds.
 
   The sparks sat in the shreds and flickered.  Mr. Bogg crouched so close that Lis thought his beard might catch fire, and blew on them lovingly.  Flames rose, and he propped sticks on them.  "Here's a thing I've been curious about."  He leaned back from fire, on his knees, and looked at her.  "What will you do with this feller if you catch him?"
 
   "I will return him –  when I catch him –  in irons, to Algolus for trial."  Lis thought of it each day, and practically dreamed of it at night.
 
   "You ain't got no irons."
 
   "I shall improvise."
 
   His jaw worked back and forth, shifting his beard.  "I reckoned you'd jest hang him on the spot."
 
   Lis drew in a breath.  "I am no barbarian, Mr. Bogg.  Whatever Simon Jones may deserve, he will be treated decently.  He will be tried by the Royal Court."
 
   "Royal?  Ain't that pretty much… your family?"
 
   "Are you suggesting he won't be treated fairly?  Do you feel some sympathy for your countryman?  Even though he's a ruthless killer?"
 
   Mr. Bogg's eyes narrowed and there was a slight tremble in his hairy cheeks, as if he were holding something in.  His face flushed red – or may have, as it was lit by the orange light of the burgeoning fire.
 
   Then it all faded, and his face relaxed.  "I've come across ruthless killers from time to time.  They don't fair well after crossing paths with me."
 
   Lis held back her smile.  Her sense of Mr. Bogg's usefulness had changed and changed again over their journey.  But now, she felt certain that she had made the right decision in hiring him.
 
   #
 
   By midnight, the fire was long dead and moonlight had colored the forest silver.  The air was biting cold as Lis watched Mr. Bogg sleep.  The moon outlined his bulk clearly, but his face lay in its shadow, unseen.
 
   She listened to his breathing.  It was gruff as always, but slow and steady.  She moved a few feet away and placed the stiletto in the palm of her hand.  With her lips close to it, she whispered, "Awake, sleeping blade."
 
   The moonlight seemed to find the stiletto and make its home there.  Lis watched and listened to the mountain man.  Still, he slept on.  
 
   She checked the moon, recently risen in the eost, and found her cardinal points by it: sept against aust, and eost against hest.  She and Mr. Bogg had been marching for days to the sept-eost, toward the mountains, and she faced that direction as she held the stiletto.
 
   "Seek out your brother," she breathed, so close that her lips touched the cold pommel.  "As I seek justice for mine."
 
   The blade turned slowly, mechanically, as if rigged to the wheel of some vast invisible mill.  It pivoted past sept-eost, settling nearly due hest.  Lis stared into the dark forest in that direction, and knew she dared not doubt what the stiletto told her.
 
   Simon Jones was on the move.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
   Bogg dreamed of flying through blue emptiness and unbearable wind over mountains of white clouds, clinging to a horn like a hard, black, branchless tree.  Dark wings rose around him, and he woke up.
 
   He lay on his side on the cool ground, moonlight everywhere.  The light reflected off of something in front of him about twenty feet away, but his eyes were too unfocused to see what it was.  He didn't rightly care, and nearly sank into sleep again.
 
   But he heard a lady's voice.  "Awake, sleeping blade."
 
   So, he woke up.  Mostly, anyway.  No one had ever called him a blade before, and he lay there breathing, wondering if it would make sense to him in a minute.
 
   It didn't.  But as he waited, feeling easy and comfortable, his eyes focused.  The Major sat out there in the dark, talking to a skinny knife in her hand – the stiletto she’d used to cut the hoopsnake off him.  "Seek out your brother..."
 
   Bogg couldn't hear the rest of it, she whispered so finely, quiet as a sitting hen.  But he saw that stiletto turn in her hand, and with its light in her face, he saw her react like she had suddenly lost her way.  Then the uncertainty fell away and she was all determination.
 
   Bogg watched her, not moving and not thinking, the way he would watch an aimlessly circling hawk or a waterfall.  It occurred to him, as a thought on the side board, that the knife pointed more or less in the direction they had been traveling...
 
   Good land!  It was a compass!  That was how she'd been so sure of her direction these past few days.
 
   She turned to watch him.  He narrowed his eyes to slits and played like he was asleep, turning things over in his mind.
 
   When she lost interest in him, he rolled his eyes to check the moon and suss out his directions without moving his head.  Sure enough – the stiletto wasn't pointing sept, like some city folk's lodestone would.  And, he remembered, she'd taken it off her dead servant, the hexenmeister.
 
   Magic, when.  No surprise, the way it took hold of the moonlight.  So the Major hardly needed Bogg – her little dagger would take her straight to Simon Jones.
 
   Bogg could hardly let it stand.  He tried to charge up his brain and find a plot to carry out, but his brain had no interest at this hour, and he found not a thing that would answer.  
 
   The Major put her pup-finder away and lay herself down for the night.  Bogg gave up studying what he would do next, and decided to get some sleep instead.
 
   But sleep wouldn't come.
 
   #
 
   On the fourth day after leaving the library on his trek into the Starry Mountains, Simon came upon the Chilly River, cutting across his path.  He'd seen this water before, last year on his chase with Bogg after the privateers.  But that had been far, far downstream.  Here, the river roared white through narrow passages dense with forest on either side, then it slowed where its path widened, becoming silent, dark and shining.  The air was cold and damp with mist.
 
   Simon followed the river upstream.  He foraged what he could to supplement Ee's coneybuck jerky – mostly mushrooms and fresh pine needles.  He found that when he ate enough to satisfy his hunger, the hunger came back with the strength to distract him.  So he ate a little less, a bit more often, and found that when the gnawing in his belly was constant, he could forget about it.  
 
   Each night, he curled up in a Bogg-style lean-to to ward off the cold.  He peeked between the branches he'd cut down with Blodleter and admired the summer constellations, and was thankful he wasn't walking in six feet of snow.  The first night after reaching the river, he was woken by the somber howls of a local wolf pack rising above the unending hiss of the rapids.  He heard the wolves again the second night.  He counted four distinct voices, and wondered when he would cross out of their territory.  Or could they be tracking him?
 
   The day after that, the jerky ran out.  That night, he listened for the wolves as he lay in his lean-to, waiting for sleep.  He heard nothing.
 
   But their calls woke him before dawn.  He peeked outside and saw the moon, yellow and setting, and the sky gray with twilight.  He rose and packed, his satchel on his shoulder and Blodleter on his back, and started again, following the riverside.
 
   He found the wolf an hour later, standing among the trees directly ahead of him, blocking his path.  Its pale eyes watched him calmly, framed by patches of charcoal fur that continued down its back.  Its legs and throat were white, standing in contrast to its black lips and nose.  It did not move.
 
   Simon stopped and considered making a wide circle around... and felt a cold suspicion that it wouldn't be so easy.  He turned, and sure enough–
 
   Three wolves stood behind him, watching him with the same cool patience.  Simon wondered what he was dealing with, and tried to remember the stories he'd heard about shapeshifters and other Miran lore.  He turned to the lead wolf, and they considered each other quietly.
 
   They were not splintercats, Simon told himself.  They were not hidebehinds.  They were conventional wolves, as far as he could tell, no more than midway on the food chain.  And he had Blodleter.
 
   So they would find no meal today.  He marched toward the lead wolf, continuing his journey.  The lead wolf didn't budge a muscle.  
 
   "Out of the way, wolf," he said.
 
   It held so still that Simon could see the thick fur on its back ruffling in the breeze coming off the river.  Simon felt a grim sense of foreboding.  Would he have to carve through these creatures with the broadsword?  Would they push him that far?  He knew he would if he had to, but there was something majestic in the way the wolf stood, fearlessly waiting for him.  Simon didn't want four dead wolves.  He didn't want to add to Blodleter's tally.
 
   But he kept up his stride, closing on the animal.  "I'm not kidding, wolf.  Go find a nice deer."
 
   It stood its ground, and Simon stopped.  He reached behind him and drew Blodleter.  The shining blade reached four feet out, glimmering and deadly.  He swung it in loops and held it aloft.  "Teeth and claws, wolf?" he yelled.  "This is my tooth, and it's more than enough!"  He rushed at the wolf, screaming, "Nok-toth!  Palano samash!"
 
   The wolf bolted away just before Simon would have had to swing.  It sprinted in a wide circle and came to stand far ahead, among the trees in his path, exactly like it had when Simon had first seen it.
 
   He waved his sword at it.  "Again?"  He slapped the flat of the blade against a tree trunk, making a hollow thump that was not as loud or frightening as he had hoped.  His arms ached, and the blade grew heavy in his hands.
 
   He glanced behind him, and saw that the wolves there had closed in, keeping tightly on him.  He thought of raising the sword above his head, but settled for merely pointing it at them – the sword had always been too heavy for him.
 
   And a chilling realization struck.
 
   Teeth and claws were not the deadliest weapons in the arsenal of the wolves.
 
   Their patience could prove far deadlier.
 
   Fear flooded his guts like icewater.  He slipped Blodleter into its sheath and interlocked his fingers behind his head, stretching.  He waved his arms and rolled his shoulders, trying to shake the fatigue from them.
 
   He dared not touch the sword.  Not until he absolutely had to.
 
   He cut sideways toward the river.  The bank wasn't steep here, and beyond the trees, the water rushed over countless white stones.
 
   The wolves kept moving in their ceaseless dance, creeping left and right, their paws never still.  Their ears seemed to perk a little higher when Simon sheathed his sword, and their eyes never left him.  He was no match for them on open ground.  They would wear him down, nipping at his ankles as if he were an elk, until his strength gave out.  He'd be so exhausted and terrified at that point that he'd just want it to be over.
 
   He had his sling.  But he was no vivet – all he would do is injure one wolf... maybe.  And the rest would be on him before he could fire a second shot.
 
   He turned constantly, trying to keep them all in view, and walked slowly toward the river.  He broke free of the trees, and soon his feet were slipping about on white riverstones.  The river was wide and shallow here – its flow across the stones was no more than a whisper, quiet enough that he could hear the excited huffs and pants of the wolves.  Maybe he could wade all the way across... but the wolves would hardly let him get that far.
 
   He searched upstream and downstream for a place to hide, or at least a place to make a stand – something less desperate than climbing a tree.
 
   In the middle of the stream, a jumble of white boulders stood strangely upright, as large as a house, catching the sun.  They looked somehow wrong, and Simon couldn't look away until he realized it was no rock pile assembled by the current, but a half-collapsed structure.  The stones on the downstream side stood tall, smooth and aligned with unclear but undeniable purpose.
 
   His best hope would be to get onto those rocks and keep the wolves off them, so they splashed around him in the water.  They might get cold and give up.
 
   But aside from survival... the rocks pulled at him.  They caught the light like a brilliant marble sculpture, carved and polished by a mysterious artist.  Simon had to get closer.
 
   He hopped along the stones on the shore and splashed into the water, and a shock of cold gripped his muscles.  Now that he was closer to it, he saw that the structure was a tight ring of vertical blocks with connecting horizontal pieces on top, all set on a broad shallow stretch in the middle of the stream.
 
   The wolves were shoulder to shoulder at the stream’s edge, pushing between each other to get a look at him.  Simon waded on toward the stones, and heard frantic splashing behind him as the wolves pursued.  He sloshed through icy runoff straight to a fallen block, about belt-high.  He slapped his body against it, pressed his hands on its chalky top, and hoisted himself up.  He rolled his legs over and lay flat, his face against the stone.  The sun had been shining on it, and it warmed his cheek.  It bore a dry smoothness, like silk, that he had felt before.  It reminded him of the freshets of stone at the dripstone monument.  His satchel hung over the edge, pulling at him like an anchor.  He yanked it to him so it rested on the stone's flat surface.
 
   A moment later, he heard the inevitable panting and splashing of the wolves below.
 
   He leapt to his feet and drew his sword.  "Come on up!"
 
   They could make the jump if they tried.  But when he stood, they could see him with Blodleter.  They backed off, pacing through the water.  It curled around their legs with an icy, trickling sound and splashed up to soak the hanging fur on their bellies.
 
   A strange gurgling came from the wolves – a soft, steady note he hadn't noticed until he stood up.  It was not a natural sound – perhaps these creatures held some magic after all.  He didn't know any Bogg stories about wolves.  What would they do?  Spit venom?  Sprout wings and attack from above?
 
   He turned with growing hopelessness, watching them circle him... and stopped as he faced the center of the ring of blocks.  The sound came from there – a faint distant echoing grumble.
 
   Simon hopped to a neighboring stone so he could see around a toppled block, and found a hole like a well, a black circle in the riverbed, framed by jumbled white stones.  Water arced into it, disappearing into the void below.  The echo that came from that void made Simon feel like he was balanced over a vast, empty, invisible space under the river.
 
   He didn't need any prodding.  He was the rabbit, and here was his hole.  He only wished he had a rope – that might keep this from being a one-way trip.
 
   No time for that.  He slipped the satchel off his shoulder with his free hand and tossed it into the hole.  The darkness swallowed it.  
 
   Holding Blodleter out to steady himself, he hopped off his stone.  As his boots splashed in the river, a wolf came stealthily close enough for Simon to feel the heat of its breath on his hand.  He whipped the sword to bear on the wolf, making his shoulder ache but saving him from losing a few fingers.  The wolf snarled at the sword point in its face, revealing little glistening swords of its own... but it backed off.
 
   Simon kneeled at the hole and water rushed around his waist, making him wince and shiver.  He glanced into the blackness and saw nothing.  Fighting a bolt of panic, he hopped in before the wolf could snag his shirt in its teeth.
 
   He was gripped by a moment of bone-chilling freefall, then hard stone slapped his body, stopping him and shaking the broadsword from his grip.  River water poured on him from above, blinding him, and Blodleter's steel rang out as it tumbled farther and farther below.
 
   He wiped water from his eyes.  He'd fallen onto a step about six feet down.  Above, the wolves gathered at the opening, staring at him, dripping saliva into the cascade of water that washed over him.
 
   "I wouldn't try it," he warned them, and he turned to face the darkness.
 
   There was another step about four feet down.  He lay flat and eased himself onto it, legs first, pressing his palms to the slick stone in an effort to keep a grip.  Lower and lower, step after step, into the dwindling light, closer to where he'd heard Blodleter come to rest.
 
   The steps might have been the right size for someone twelve feet tall.  The thought sent energy shivering through Simon, powerful enough to fight the cold.  This could be the place.
 
   This could be the World Cave.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
   Blodleter had jammed its tip into the clay at the bottom of a pool and stood upright, gold hilt standing from the water.  By the time Simon stood knee-deep beside it, the opening in the riverbed was a shimmering spot of sky forty feet above.  Its tiny outline shifted, altered by the restless silhouettes of the wolves.
 
   Simon hadn’t known exactly what to expect, but there was no "world" here.  It was just a cavern, with walls as white as the blocks marking the entrance above, and stalactites dripping into the water below.  The whole of the cavern floor was submerged, wall to wall, with shapeless boulders rising above the surface here and there, like islands in an underground sea.
 
   The scent here was different from the river above, but somehow familiar.  He brought his wet fingers to his nose, and had a sharp vision of the wharfs of Fort Sanctuary.  He licked his thumb.  Salty as the ocean – it must be minerals washing out of the chalky stone around him.
 
   He pulled Blodleter free from the clay and let his eyes adjust to the gloom.  Water trickled gently down the steps behind him, and fell from the stalactites like intermittent rain.  But something kept the cavern from filling up... maybe there was another way out downstream.  He waded toward the center of the cavern – it was at least a hundred feet across – and climbed the gradual slope of the closest boulder, until he was out of the water.
 
   He stood on solid ground now, but water still dripped on him from the ceiling.  He gave up hope of being dry in this cave.  No sign of a way out.  At least he wasn't lunch for the wolves.  He shifted his weight, squishing salt-water out of his boots, rolling his foot over an L-shaped ridge that looked like maps he'd seen of the Ettinmor Mountains in Eost Algolus.  Drops from a stalactite fell on the little ridge, landing by his toe and slipping down a groove that weaved back and forth exactly like the River Blackdeep.
 
   Simon's breath caught in his throat.
 
   Here was a puddle that matched the Julian Sea.  And a flat stretch like the Osvald Plains.  And...
 
   He towered over Algolus as a giant of godlike proportions, looking down on the sculpted landscape.  Rivers, mountains, seas... all here.  No cities, no farmland, no forests... no Grand Canal that allowed ships to cross the Strait of Gaundroth.  Algolus was captured in miniature, but in a primal state, with no sign of life.  
 
   He crossed the continent in six quick steps and peered down at the hestern coast.  A curve in the stone allowed salt water to flow in, making a bay half an inch deep.  Cyrus Bay, where his father had grown up and married his mother.  Simon put his finger on bare stone, where the town of Hestur stood – the town where he had been born, before his family came to Mira when he was three.
 
   Mira?
 
   He stared into the gloom, and across fifteen feet of water lay a familiar, flower-shaped boulder.  He splashed across the great ocean in seconds, an uncertain two-month journey by boat, and stood over one of Mira's many petals – a peninsula of rock between Keelkicker Shallows and Pirate's Bay.  His fingers brushed bare, wet stone.
 
   Here was Fort Sanctuary.
 
   Here was Fort Inconvenience.
 
   Drops from a stalactite splashed on central peaks – the Starry Mountains – and flowed down a groove to the sea.  That was the Chilly River.  He found a curving break in a mountain range the width of two fingers – Settler's Pass.
 
   And five feet away lay Mira's far side... the Hestern Sea.  Simon climbed ashore and made the trek he had made with Bogg last year.  It took him four steps.
 
   And beyond the Hestern Sea?
 
   Dark shapes beckoned in the gloom.  Simon tried to see their outlines, tried to count them, but couldn't.  He closed his eyes, and let his memory take him back to the long shelves in his father's study, each straining under the weight of their books.  He had learned to read at age five.  History, geography, and explorer's tales had been among his earliest favorites.
 
   Before Mira, the whole world consisted of Algolus.  The farthest anyone could go was the remote island of Lemuria, land of the elves, and that lay only a week beyond Alnair, on the eostern shore of Algolus.  The first stories of a New World, months away across the sea, were taken as the delusions of scurvy-mad sailors, and even after that, the reality of Mira shook old understandings to their foundations.
 
   The darkness beckoned.  Simon hesitated... but he had to know what else was out there.  He took a tentative step into the Hestern Sea, and then another, sloshing his way to another continent, farther from Mira than Mira was from Algolus.  It lay in the pool like an overturned rowboat, with coasts that sloped steeply into the water.
 
   And beyond that continent, another.
 
   And beyond that, another.
 
   And another.
 
   In a distant corner, the water swirled slowly and endlessly in an eddy, and somehow grew colder and colder, making Simon's feet and ankles numb.  This, he knew, was the septern arctic.  He splashed across the length of the cavern, crossing the warm equator, and found, as he knew he would, a similar chilling eddy in the aust.  
 
   He counted five continents, along with Algolus and Mira.  Seven.  And little Lemuria made eight!
 
   Could this be the true nature of the world?  If it was, he was the only human who knew it.  The thought made him dizzy, and his wet and cold body trembled.
 
   It was true.  He wouldn’t doubt the wild man’s people for a second.  But how could they have known?  Had they sailed all the oceans of the world in gigantic sailing ships?  When?  Ten thousand years ago?  And what had happened to them since?  Where had they gone?
 
   To a place where they could visit him in his dreams.
 
   The whole world lay before him, but there was no clue for him, no suggestion of how he could find them.  Simon sloshed back to Algolus, taking comfort in its familiarity – reminding him of all the maps he had seen on his father’s shelves.
 
   Except–
 
   Sitting off the septern shore, in the center of the Darqmist Sea, lay an island he didn’t recognize – a mesa with steep sides, like a half-submerged oak barrel.  He had never seen that on any map, and it didn’t look like more than two days’ sail from Albueshire.
 
   He climbed onto it and stood, happy to have his feet out of the ocean, and considered the irregular coast of Sept Algolus.  Had all of Algolan civilization missed this little oak barrel?  He wondered who would stumble across it and become famous for the discovery.  It was bound to happen soon.
 
   Simon stood on his island and listened to the drops falling in the dark.  They made a sort of gentle symphony.  The salt air had settled in his nose, and he had forgotten about it until just now.  He shivered continuously, his wet clothes gripping his body.  He would have to leave his little island and find a way out.
 
   A new sensation came to him, triggering a subtle discomfort in the back of his mind.  
 
   He was not alone.
 
   His heart beat faster and the shivers faded.  His eyes bored into the dark, staring at continent after shadowy continent, until they locked onto a small figure crouched on a rock in the gloom.  
 
   Simon gasped.  How long had it been there, watching him?  Not more than a few minutes – he had just splashed his way over those southern continents.  He forced down a rising panic.  Who could the stranger be?  The Keeper of the Cave?  He would have guessed the wild man… but this being was too small.
 
   The figure stood.  It was barely the size of a child, and hairless – definitely not one of the wild man’s people.  Its skin appeared gray, holding no color in the dim light.  Simon could make out the figure’s tunic of animal skin… and the two coneybuck antlers that rose from its headdress.
 
   “Ee!” Simon cried.
 
   The vivet bowed.  “Hello, Sahman Dose.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
   Simon forgot about the cold, the salt smell, and the symphony of rain.  He leapt from his island in the Darqmist Sea and splashed his way to her.  "How can you be here?" 
 
   She said nothing.  She only placed her small, four-fingered hand over one eye.  Why wouldn't she answer him?  What was wrong with her?
 
   "Ee!  What's going on?  Why–"  Simon stopped himself.  He wasn't speaking vivet.  She couldn't understand him.
 
   He sighed, and composed himself.  “Tlal, Ee.”  The melody of the language rolled up from his throat, like the song of a familiar bird. <You are a surprise.  Is everything all right?>
 
   <I hoped to ask you.>
 
   This close, her skin acquired its usual green shade.  Simon was surprised at how happy he was to see that particular color again.  He wanted to sweep her up in his arms.  Instead, he politely extended  his hand.  <I didn't think I would see you again.  But you must have followed me.>
 
   She reached out and grasped his thumb with one hand and his forefinger with the other, pulling playfully.  <Do you know how the Weaver creates our history?>
 
   <I don't understand.  How did you get past the wolves?>
 
   She released his hand.  <We vivets bring history to him.  Anything we see.  When the first humans stepped ashore on our land, vivets told the story to the Weaver, and he recorded it with charms.  We tell him of any flood, of any drought.  When vivets saw an Algolan> virmethoo <in the skies last year, the Weaver was told.  We share the small things with him, and let him decide if they are important.  The greatest mountains can only be seen from a distance.  Up close, one cannot be sure.>
 
   She had used a word for an animal Simon didn't know.  Why was she telling him all this?  <Ee... how did you find me?>
 
   <The Weaver showed me the thread you found.  And you are easy to track.>
 
   <But the wolves– >
 
   <They are just wolves.>  Her small mouth pinched even smaller and her eyes narrowed, the vivet expression for annoyance.  <I came to you because, after you left the Library, four vivets came to the Weaver.  They told a story to him.  The Weaver will decide in his own way if the story belongs in the Library, but I made my own decision.>
 
   Now Simon understood.  Something had happened.  <You felt that I had to know?>
 
   <These vivets were milking hoopsnakes when they encountered two humans.  One was an Algolan female in metal armor.  She killed hoopsnakes with ease, and attacked the vivets.  The gold from their slings could not touch her.>
 
   Simon paused.  <How is that possible?>
 
   Ee's blue eyes seemed to pale with dread.  <We do not know.>
 
   <Are the vivets all right?>
 
   <They escaped.  I come to you because of the other human.>
 
   Simon swallowed.  Armored Algolans had spilled far too much blood in the past, and had dealt Ee and Simon more than a just share of pain.  And now one had returned.  If the vivets couldn't stop her, no one in Mira was safe.
 
   And the other human?  Simon wondered who or what could be worse than this bloodthirsty Algolan warrior.
 
   <These vivets,> Ee continued, <described a local human, large as a bear and almost as hairy.  No armor, but wielding a knife made from the fang of a sabertooth.>
 
   No, Simon thought.  It couldn't be.
 
   <I recognized the description of this human,> she said, <since I know so few.>  And she added, "Bogg."
 
   Simon drew in a breath.  <He's been captured.  She's holding him prisoner.>  In an instant, Simon knew what he had to do.  He would confront this Algolan and rescue his uncle.
 
   <No,> Ee said.  <They fought the hoopsnakes together, side by side.>
 
   Simon laughed – he couldn’t help it.  Bogg and an Algolan, fighting together?  It was a ridiculous picture!
 
   Ee touched a finger to his chest, and he fell silent.  <There is something else,> she said.  <The reason I traveled so far to find you.  Your friend and this Algolan were deep in our territory, on no road, and making haste straight for the Library of Charms.>
 
   Simon frowned.  <That can't be.>
 
   <I agree.  No human knows of it but you.  So... where are they going?  What do they seek?>
 
   Lots of questions.  If Bogg wasn't a prisoner, what was he?  What brought the Algolan here?  
 
   But he had no question about what to do next.  His pursuit of the wild man would have to wait.  Simon smiled at Ee.  <Let's go ask them.>
 
   #
 
   Jest shy of the Two-Dog Mountains, there lay a set of high, flat plains.  They stretched for a long mile, and after that, snowy gray rock reached for the sky.  Bogg and the Major marched across the first of those plains.  The grass was golden and nigh on tall as Bogg's straddle, and cold wind blew over the grass in gusts that made waves he could see.
 
   The wind was so mean and icy, it almost hurt.  Bogg squinted as it pulled at his beard.  After a morning of kicking and crunching through the grass, they came to a granite overlook that pushed itself out of the field, rough and gray and big as a two-story house.  The grass surrounded it like an ocean.
 
   The Major scampered up.  "Come on.  Let's get a view of where we are."
 
   Bogg weren't all that anxious to try.  The wind would be more fierce up there.  He hadn't been himself since his discovery of the powers of the Major's stiletto last night.  His mind turned the problem over and over, and the wind distracted him from the challenge.  He had no interest in the here and now – he was more interested in five years ago, because that was the time he knew Badger Johnson, and Badger might have been the feller who could save the pup and get Bogg out of his predicament.
 
   Because in addition to being a fairly hardy rabbit-twister like Bogg, Badger was a pickpocket.
 
   Shame Badger weren't here now to do his trick on the Major.  Bogg would have to improvise his own self, and he didn't like the odds.  Bogg was no good at sneaking.  But if, somehow, the Major were to discover tonight that her little stiletto was long gone, well... that would serve to stir up his luck.
 
   He put his hands on the rock and scrabbled up.  The Major had made it all the way to the summit.  She tipped her head into the wind, eyes narrowed, and her brown locks blew away from her face like a flag.  He admired how her hair flowed as he hiked his way to her, until he stopped on her windward side and let his body serve as a windbreak.
 
   Her hair died down and her face relaxed.  "Thank you."  
 
   Bogg grunted.
 
   She turned from him and took in the Two-Dog Mountains and the miles of fields afront of them.  Bogg used the opportunity to study the stiletto at her belt, not more than twelve inches from his own hand.  The jewels along its handle were half-hidden by the strap that held it in its sheath.  Bogg would have to undo that strap first, then lift the stiletto out... without the Major spotting him.
 
   If she spotted him, she'd reckon what he was up to.  She'd know that he knew what she knew.  Then she'd really try to grease his wagon, and that would be a decisive fracas.
 
   "What are those?" she asked.
 
   Bogg snapped his head up.  "What?"
 
   She hadn't looked at him.  Her gaze was far afield.  "There."
 
   His eyes followed hers.  Out on the gold, just under the mountains farther off, were herds of reddish brown specks.  Some form of grazing critter was enjoying the grass, and in serious numbers – a thousand, maybe more, far away enough that they didn't make a sound.  
 
   Now that he noticed them, he sussed out their type right away.  "Red rhinos.  A mess of them, too."  Their feet and snouts were down in the grass, but Bogg could see the shaggy reddish hair of their shoulder humps, and each one had a horn, six feet long and sharp as a green briar, jutting up and out like a bowsprit from their faces.  Each horn was tar-black, and bobbed steadily as each animal pulled up grass.
 
   The Major nodded slowly.  "Dangerous if provoked, I imagine."
 
   Bogg shrugged.  "Not as ornery as four-legged hills.  But they'll charge at anything that smells wrong to them.  Best to stay out of their way."
 
   "Let's move on, then," she said.  "Quietly."  She turned to the downward slope of the overlook, and Bogg knew he only had a hot second to make his move.
 
   "Look!"  He pointed at the rhinos.
 
   She turned back.  "What?"
 
   Bogg stepped closer to her.  "See behind the horn on each one?"  
 
   She stared out to the critters.  "Yes?"  
 
   Bogg's thumb brushed the strap across the dagger handle.  "There's a second horn, smaller, right behind it."
 
   "I see."
 
   He pulled gently at the strap.  "Curious, ain't it?"  He didn't have a damn thing to say about that second horn.  And the strap didn't give way.
 
   She frowned.  "I suppose."  
 
   Bogg pulled his hand back as she turned again to start the climb down the rock.
 
   He glared at the red rhinos and silently cursed them for being so dull.
 
   Then, out there, a black shape appeared in the sky, soaring over the red rhino herds.  Bogg recognized it immediately.  Thunderbird.  It might well mean his death on this rock, but he grinned jest the same, because when it came to distraction, thunderbirds could deliver.
 
   "Major!" he called.
 
   She turned back to him.  "What now?"
 
   He didn't bother to point.  "Here's a rare sight."
 
   She returned to his side and watched.  She didn't speak, and Bogg took that as a sign that she could see its wingspan sailing over the fields of rhinos.  Its shadow whipped over their hairy backs, tracing out a mile-wide circle.
 
   "A roc," she whispered.  "It's huge.  It makes those creatures look like mice."  Bogg moved close to her, nodding.
 
   The thunderbird folded its wings and dropped, and quick as a duck on a june bug, its claws snatched a red rhino off the field and lifted it into the sky.
 
   Lis gasped.  Bogg did too, for effect, and tugged on the strap over her stiletto.  It gave way.
 
   The thunderbird let out a proud screech that rolled over the fields and despite the distance, still had the power to make Bogg's ears hurt.  
 
   The Major turtled a little when the noise hit her, pulling her shoulders near her ears.  When she did that, Bogg lifted the stiletto out of its sheath.
 
   A deep rumble came to Bogg after that screech, as he held the stiletto and tried to think of something to do with it.  He held it behind his back for now, and wished he'd thought this far ahead.
 
   The rumble deepened and got louder.  The Major – unaware she'd been robbed – looked down at the granite they stood on, and sure enough, it was shaking hard enough for dust to rise off it.  
 
   The thunderbird flew on, black wings wide, the rhino trailing tiny in its claws like a reddish hairy potato.  It turned on the wind, its shape stretching as it sailed in Bogg’s direction.  At last, it raced over their heads, cutting the light like a shadowy portent, and he saw the smooth egg-yolk yellow of the thunderbird’s beak, a wingtip’s ten-foot feathers bending in the wind, and rhino hooves kicking the air.  It made Bogg’s heart rattle and his knees quiver.  
 
   After the thunderbird passed, a few reddish hairs settled from the sky.  He tried to call the rumble by name while trying to slip the stiletto into his belt behind him without cutting his belt in two.
 
   The Major paid him no mind.  "The rhinos are moving."
 
   And sure enough, the herds had started flowing this way.  The thunderbird had panicked them.  Bogg watched them roar along, feeling tickled because he had the stiletto and because he'd never seen a red rhino stampede before. 
 
   But now here the Major was, looking at him, and he with his arm still behind his back.  Her face turned hard and suspicious, and she gave him the stink-eye for no more than a second before her hand flew to the stiletto’s sheath at her hip.  Her hand slapped empty leather.
 
   “You…” she snarled and made a face like a mule eating briars.  
 
   Bogg sighed, knowing he was nabbed fair and square.  He brought the troublesome dagger from behind his back and tossed it off the overlook.  It flickered in the sunlight, spinning down until it disappeared into the grass.  In a minute, it would be pounded to oblivion by red rhino hooves, and that suited Bogg fine.  Let the Major find the pup without–
 
   She belted his face with a right hook.  “Liar!”
 
   Pain came to his nose like a slowly rising tide, and Bogg realized jest how hard he’d been hit.
 
   “Spy!” she screamed over the roar of the stampede and flung herself at him, barreling into his chest and pushing him back.  He grabbed her shoulders to throw her off, suddenly curious how far behind him the edge of the overlook lay, when she melted back, slippery as deer guts on a pump handle, and left him alone and off balance…
 
   And naturally, that was when his feet ran out of granite to stand on.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
   Bogg tumbled down the side, hitting stone hard on the way down and landing finally in the field below.  The grass was tall enough to cushion his fall, though not nearly as much as he would have liked.  It saved him from broken bones, or so he guessed.  He lay on his back, looking up at the Major.
 
   She scowled down and barked at him.  “Are you in league with Simon Jones?  Is that it?  Or are you merely acting on mindless kinship for a countryman you’ve never met?  Or are you so lost, so hopeless, that you obstruct the law only to show your contempt for the Algolan crown?”
 
   Bogg could barely hear her.  Laid out the way he was, the thunder of the red rhinos was thrumming its way through the back of his head.  
 
   “I trust a Miran,” the Major went on, her voice fading in the racket, “and this is what I am served…”
 
   Every part of him hurt.  “Ouch,” he called up to her.
 
   She stepped to the very edge of the overlook, close enough that Bogg could see the toes of her boots.  She hopped down to a ledge a few feet below, then did it again, following the course Bogg’s body had taken, although a hell of a lot more gracefully.
 
   Good land, Bogg thought.  She’s coming to finish me off.
 
   No, he realized.  The rumble in his head was jumbling his thoughts.  She was coming for the stiletto.  She still needed it.
 
   Well, she was in for disappointment there, since Bogg reckoned that he still had some fight left in his gut.  He dragged himself to his feet, even though new aches showed up each time he moved.  He cast about for the stiletto, but it was deep in the grass somewhere and he knew he’d never find it.
 
   Fine.  Let it be lost.  All he had to do was keep the Major from finding it before the red rhinos got here and busted it, or pounded it so deep that it wouldn’t be seen until the rains next spring turned it up.
 
   The Major leapt to the grass and drew her steel bludgeon, murder in her eyes.  She came straight for Bogg.
 
   He scooted back and drew his sabertooth knife.  “Why don’t you go find your magic pointy lodestone?”
 
   She didn’t answer and kept coming.  Bogg wasn’t scared, not exactly, but he knew that a contest between her bludgeon and his fand-dagger meant that he or she would go down in bloody pieces, like as not, and that was something he’d hoped to avoid.
 
   She gripped that steel stick and raised it as she came into range.  He set his fingers tightly around the antler handle of his own weapon, and when she swung down at his head, he sidestepped and slashed up and across, like he was clearing the air.
 
   Godzooks, she was fast!  Bogg thought he would miss, until he felt the sabertooth try to jump from his hand when it hit the steel of the mace and passed through, quick as a snake through a hollow log – and the head of that thump stick, flanges and all, went flying into the grass.
 
   Bogg was happy to still be standing with his skull intact, and couldn’t resist a grin.  He held up his fang dagger, showing off the white of the sabertooth and the nasty serrations that ran down the back side of its curve.  “Steel all you got?” he asked.
 
   The Major’s eyes stopped by the headless stump of her bludgeon for split second, and her lip turned up in disgust.  Her gaze settled on him, and he met her glare with his own smirk.
 
   That bit of pomp cost him.  She whipped the shortened leftovers of her bludgeon around and whacked Bogg right over his left ear.  He couldn’t wonder how she’d gotten that shot in, on account of the power of ringing inside his head, stupifying him with all manner of distraction.  Then the sky shifted from hot blue to ghostly bits of red and black, and the long blades of grass around him smeared into a blurry golden paste.  
 
   Then the world itself turned sideways, and Bogg suspicioned that he was off his feet.  Strangely, his mind conjured smells of frying bacon, then the black stench of tar pits, then rosebushes in summer, and he knew that she’d whaled him a good one.  By then, whoever was ringing the dinner-bell in his head decided to give it a rest, though he could still hear a powerful rumble coming from the ground.
 
   It made him think of red rhinos.  And suddenly, that made sense to him, and he figured that his mother-wit would be all right.
 
   If the rhinos didn’t kill him.
 
   Bogg found that he could sit up, though he had to squeeze his eyes tightly shut to get through it.  When he opened them, he found that the Major had disappeared.  His sabertooth knife lay beside him, but he had to paw at it a couple of times before he was steady enough to pick it up.  He struggled on, working his way to his feet.  
 
   The Major popped up from the grass thirty feet away and scrambled for the overlook.  Her poor stump of a mace lay in its sling on her back, and the silvery stiletto shone in her hand.
 
   Bogg tried to swallow down the pain in his skull.  As he staggered after her, his vision cleared a little more, and he was grateful that he had such a hard head.  When the Major scampered up onto the rock, Bogg nigh on got a hold of one of her boots, but she slipped away from him.
 
   The roar of the stampede was all he heard now, and the air filled with dust.  The smell of red rhino hit him hard, like a herd of long-neglected cattle were grazing on stenchweed in his nose.
 
   He tossed himself up onto the rock and scrambled clear of the grass.  From all the noise, he could almost feel the rhinos right behind him, and he turned.
 
   There they were.  The grass plumb vanished under them, blasted to nothing.  The fields around the granite overlook were solid reddish-brown hair, nothing but shoulder humps and black curving horns, far as Bogg’s eye could see.
 
   The rhinos hit the granite hard at Bogg’s feet and pushed themselves to either side.  One rhino lifted its head, swinging that six-foot horn back, and climbed the rock with its front hooves, its black eyes shining with panic.  It came close enough to huff out a wet breath in Bogg’s face before it fell sideways.  It somehow flopped itself to its feet before the others could trample it, and it tore around the overlook and disappeared.
 
   Bogg crept back from the edge, climbing, getting to a safer place on this island in a sea of horns and hooves.  He found the Major well above him, at the summit, gazing this way and that and finding nothing but rhinos, and looking vexatiously whipped out because of it.
 
   At least now, she weren’t going nowhere.
 
   And her mace was beheaded.  What could she do now, poke him with that sparkly knife?
 
   Bogg grinned.  He started the climb up to her.
 
   Sure enough, she drew the stiletto and pointed it at him.  “I’ve no reason to spare you,” she called over the roar of hooves.
 
   Bogg thought about it, shrugged, and said, “Likewise.”  He climbed another step.
 
   “Stop!” she warned.
 
   Bogg stopped.  “It can’t be over yet between us, much as I wish it was.”  His head ached something awful, and he let out a heavy sigh.  “As I study it, one of us is going under those rhinos.  I don’t know which.”
 
   Bogg’s fingers closed on his fang dagger.  He’d tried his endeavor-best to keep things from coming to this, but the way he saw it now, there weren’t no way out of it.  He would have to do the poor lady in, or die trying.  
 
   There she stood at the summit, waiting for him.  Funny thing was, he didn’t take another step toward her.  He jest waited his own self, and they eyed each other as the rhinos thundered around them.  He wondered what might be staying him, and realized he was feeling sorry for her again.  Somehow, he didn’t reckon that she would ever see Simon Jones, even if she finished Bogg off here on this rock.  This land had already taken too much from her, and she didn’t have the luck.
 
   She lowered the blade they had fought over and slipped it back into its sheath.  “Good-bye, Mr. Bogg.  May we never meet again.”
 
   That flummoxed him.  Before he could ask, she stepped daintily down the slope, closer to the roaring death around them.  At the edge of the overlook, she watched the rhinos, her back to him.
 
   “Hey now,” he began.  “What are you–”
 
   She dove off the overlook, arms wide for balance, and came down on the shoulder hump of one of the bigger rhinos.  She bounced down its back as it thundered on, until she settled with her legs around its middle and her arms hugging its hump like a dear friend.  And she held on that way, shrinking from view.
 
   Bogg could feel his mouth hanging open, but he didn’t care, he was so flabbergasted.  It dawned on him that he was wrong about her, very wrong – that she had as good a chance as ever of finding the pup on her own, without him there to slow her down.
 
   Matter of fact, she was clipping along at a fine pace.
 
   While he, on the other hand, sat on this rock.  He dragged his hand down over his beard, wishing someone would bore a hole in his head and let out the stupid.
 
   Only one thing to do.  But the very thought of it made his legs noodly.
 
   He slipped his fang dagger into his belt and scrabbled over the rock to the place she had stood.  He watched the rhinos thunder by, knowing that if he messed this up, she would win after all.
 
   When a sizeable and sturdy-looking rhino passed, he jumped for it.
 
   #
 
   Getting shook to pieces on the back of a red rhino turned out to be a memorable way to pass an afternoon.  Bogg held on to long clumps of red hair coming off the critter’s hump until his fingers went numb, then he held on some more.  He bent his knees and brought his feet up so they wouldn’t be pinched against the flank of another rhino, since they thumped against each other quite regular, and with smothering force.  The herds tore across the fields along the treeline like a stinky flash flood, flattening everything, showing no signs of wearing themselves out.
 
   Staying balanced on his perch was Bogg’s primary concern, but after that, he kept his attention directed far ahead.  Past the dust and hair and horns, he spied now and then the Major’s chain mail glinting in the sun.  Her animal was working its way, bit by bit, crosswise through the herd.
 
   She was steering it.  How did she manage that?
 
   Bogg climbed a little farther forward on the hump, reached with a wobbly hand, and tugged his rhino’s ear.  The critter let out a power of a squeal and turned its head to the side, swinging that black horn that near towered into the sky.  The rhino’s body seemed to follow its head, and pushed against the critter alongside.  That was the trick, Bogg reckoned.
 
   So he tugged an ear now and then while keeping his grip firm on the hump, and by and by the Major came to dead ahead.  Bogg didn’t think he would lose her now, but time enough he noticed that he sure wasn’t gaining on her.  Best to ride it out, though–
 
   Bogg spotted something peculiar from the corner of his eye.  The corner of his eye was as scrambled as the rest of him, so he couldn’t be sure, but for the length of a gnat’s breath he thought he saw a man standing in the trees at the edge of the field.  A man large and ruther shapeless and well beyond stocky.
 
   A man made of mud.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
   Time enough, Bogg’s red rhino lost its gumption.  He had steered it away from the others in pursuit of the Major, off the fields and into the trees and across a stream due to join the Chilly River a long mile from here.  The rhino splashed through the water, soaking itself and Bogg, and staggered to a stop.
 
   It wandered in the soft ground on the stream’s far side and started pulling up grass.  Bogg supposed it finally forgot why it was running.  The charming scent of wet rhino came to him.  It made him squint and stick his chin forward, as if his bottom lip wanted to crawl over his nose.
 
   He eased his grip and slid off his steed – and nearly sat himself in the mud, he was so crampy.  He stretched and walked a circle, trying to get blood back into his fingers and legs.
 
   There was a mess of rhino prints here.  Plenty of the herd had wandered through.  He reckoned they would find each other on the fields later on, and be none the worse for wear.  And among those prints… marks from the Major’s boots stood out like warts on a cowcumber pickle.
 
   “Well, now,” Bogg said to the prints.  “Ain’t you lovely?”
 
   The prints marched off straight and steady, bold and true, and Bogg stuck his tongue in his toothhole.  Her prints were jest like her, and that tickled him, as did the old familiar territory of having something to track.
 
   Oh, how Bogg could track.  He would hunt her down like a deer.
 
   The whole thing had a nice balance to it:  the Major using her sparkly knife to find the pup, and Bogg using her tracks to find her.  Bogg wondered who would find who first.  Maybe all three of them would end up at the same place at the same time – wouldn’t that be a fine meeting? – but he hoped not.  He would ruther serve up the Major’s ruination without the pup ever getting a hint of it.
 
   And ruination there would be.  Bogg was done playing.
 
   #
 
   Simon shivered, still wet from his crawl out of the World Cave.  He followed Ee (or tried to follow – he caught only glimpses of her in the trees) farther and farther downstream.  His feet fell firmly on dry ground, and he was thankful for that, but his waterlogged satchel slopped against him, and he would have to shiver until he walked his clothes dry.  Keep moving, keep moving, it was the only way to stay warm.
 
   His mind returned to the World Cave.  Seven continents, and each as real as Algolus or Mira – he had no doubt of that.  But in that cave, each was bare rock, devoid of Algolan cities, Miran forests…
 
   What forests and cities did those lands across the oceans hold?
 
   He wished he could see them.  He wished he could fit the World Cave to the larger world.  Even a small part, like the barrel-island he had found in the Darqmist Sea – he ached to see any of it for real.
 
   But whatever the chance of that, it would not be any time soon.
 
   Because Bogg needed him.
 
   Ee paused in the branches overhead.  She chirped out birdsong, too faintly for Simon to understand.  He drew in a breath to call out to her… but held it.  Another vivet was with her.
 
   It hung upside down three trees over, bald and wearing nothing but a loincloth, its green skin blending perfectly with the foliage.  It sang to Ee, and she sang back.  Simon scanned the branches for more of them, and strained to hear.
 
   Eventually, the strange vivet swung away and disappeared.  Ee descended to a lower branch and crouched there.  <The Algolan has changed course.>
 
   Simon frowned.  <The vivet told you that?>
 
   <I have some friends watching for me.>
 
   Simon wondered if he would have to change course as well.  <Which way is she going now?>
 
   <Toward us.>
 
   Simon stared at her.  <That’s odd.>
 
   She met his gaze.  <We think so too.  Sahman… do you know this Algolan?>
 
   <Of course not!  How could you think that?>
 
   Ee crept noiselessly down a tree trunk and stood on the ground before him.  <This Algolan approached the World Cave when you were there.  Now you are here, and she comes here.  She seems to be following you.>
 
   Me?  <That’s… impossible.>
 
   <Rain falling up is impossible.  Outrunning a splintercat is impossible.  You know our words, Sahman, but you speak like a human.>
 
   Simon shook his head.  <What about Bogg?>
 
   <He follows her… as best he can.  We had better move quickly.  She will find us soon.>
 
   Ee had told him that Bogg and the Algolan were still on the far side of the Chilly River, at the base of the Two-Dog Mountains.  <Not so soon.  We have three days, maybe more.>
 
   Ee pointed at him.  <We have a day or less.>
 
   <Why?>
 
   <Red rhinos are very fast.>
 
   Simon’s jaw hung slack, feeling more than ever like the stupid human lost among the vivets.  Would he ever understand her?
 
   #
 
   Lis walked along the soft stretch of flat earth between the stream and the trees.  Her impromptu steed had collapsed from exhaustion an hour ago.  She had rolled off its back and kept moving upstream.  The fields where she had first seen the rhinos lay farther and farther behind her, and the forest was growing deep.
 
   She stopped.  To her right, the way along the stream narrowed, with larger rocks.  Picking her way through there would be slow going.  Bearing left would take her into the forest.  Light, easy travel.
 
   Which way?
 
   She drew Galton’s stiletto.  “Wake, sleeping blade…”
 
   As the enchanted steel quickened, she felt the memory of Mr. Bogg’s hands on it.  He had almost succeeded in taking it from her.  If he had, where would she be now?  Alone and lost.  Dead, perhaps.  He might have thrown her into the herd.
 
   But she had prevailed.  
 
   And then she had spared him.  That may have been a mistake – and it was certainly better than he deserved.  She thought of where she had left him, stranded on that rock, surrounded by stampeding rhinos.  A fate sufficiently just, she decided.
 
   No matter.  She wouldn’t be seeing that traitor again.  
 
   The stiletto vibrated in her hand.  Sunset was still some time away, and the blade’s witching hour farther than that, but still, the shining steel crackled with energy.  Blodleter was so close.  The murderer Simon Jones was almost within her grasp.  Perhaps the old gods smiled on her yet.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
   What with the cool breeze blowing through the trees and clearing the rhino stink out of his nose, and the happy babbling of the brook beside him, and the clear set of boot prints before him, today may well have been the pleasantest day ever to pass over Bogg’s head.
 
   Granted, there was violence to do yet.  But Bogg set that in its proper place in the future, and enjoyed the here and now.  Forethought was not his specialty, anyhow.
 
   Then he noticed the noise.  A sort of huffing, rising above the happy trickle of the stream.  He cast his gaze up from the tracks just as the smell hit him.  The stench of red rhino had been coming and going all day, and since the stampede, their thousands had scattered to the four stinky winds.  So he shouldn’t have been surprised to stumble upon yet another one.
 
   This one weren’t no mama bear.  It stood facing him, its snout low over the river mud, its black horn rising afore it.  It was a bull, its shoulder hump almost as tall as its horn, its red coat flecked with mud, and Bogg could see that after its run, it still possessed a sizeable measure of piss and vinegar.  It snorted at him.
 
   Bogg stood still as a post.  “How do, sir,” he murmured.  The thing had his scent, no question.
 
   It belted out a trumpeting sort of growl, with a power of rage behind it.  This feller was still plenty mad, Bogg judged, and might feel better after impaling a mountain man on its horn, or trampling one good.  Bogg felt his mood deflate.  Was he not going to make it through this day without getting killed by a red rhino after all?
 
   No escape lay in reach, no tree to duck behind.  If Bogg’s new acquaintance charged, Bogg was finished, and he knew what that meant for the pup.  
 
   “Move on, rhino,” Bogg said softly.
 
   The critter pawed angrily at the mud, hard enough to sling spatters behind it.
 
   Bogg cleared his throat and called, “Not today.  I got somewhere I need to be.”
 
   The rhino let out a rumble and swung its head back and forth, slashing with its horn.
 
   “You caterwaul all you want,” Bogg said, feeling his own thunder get up.  “I got no truck with you, so go back to your meadow.”
 
   It huffed at him again, and the ongoing delay, along with the threat of being killed, turned loose Bogg’s own rage.  Flames seemed to burn from his guts up to his chest, and he drew his fang dagger and snarled.  “I’ll make a rug out of you,” he growled.  “I’ll lop off that horn and shove it–”
 
   The rhino bellowed, its black eyes glimmering with hate.
 
   Bogg roared back.  His howl tore out of him, going on and on, his breath an endlessly deep well of racket, and as it rolled among the trees, the rhino seemed to gradually lose track of how angry it was.  Its eyes dulled and wandered, and with a final, half-hearted snort, the critter strolled, forgetful, over to the stream and began to lap up a drink.
 
   Bogg’s mighty call dwindled to a snarl and petered out.  He watched the rhino for another minute, unbelieving, and finally scampered past its backside.  As he passed, it lifted its stubby tail and dropped a green, perfectly round turd in the mud.
 
   Bogg hustled along and kept checking behind him until the rhino was out of sight and its smell faded from his nose.  He paused to wonder if hollering at red rhinos was a reliable defense, worthy of setting in his memory.  Then he cast about for the Major’s tracks… 
 
   And found that he was standing over a perfect boot print.  He chuckled and tore after her, upstream and onward.
 
   #
 
   Simon’s clothes were no longer dripping, but with the evening sun down among the trees, he had no hope of being dry today.  At least the path downstream was easy going.  He kept up a quick pace to stay warm and to keep Ee in sight.  His satchel no longer bothered him, but the sword on his back pulled at his wet clothes, and the jostling of the straps rubbed his skin raw.
 
   The stream was flowing faster now, splashing over rocks and turning white.  A steady rumble came from up ahead.  The trees grew close on both sides, almost closing the gap of blue sky above.  The stream itself fell out of sight, and Simon knew he was approaching the edge of a bluff.
 
   He stepped onto flat stone at the cliff top, and water dropped away beside his feet, making a thirty-foot waterfall.  Below, the plunging water crashed onto a jumble of rocks and continued downstream, weaving its way through the trees.  Clouds of mist rose from the bottom of the falls now and then, when the wind was just right.
 
   He sighed, enjoying the view.  And he imagined what Bogg would think of this place in terms of strategy.  Thick forest on either side, and the cliff extended in both directions as well.  Anyone coming this way would have to hike up the rocks beside the falls.  It was a natural bottleneck, and Simon had the advantage of altitude.  The perfect place for an ambush.
 
   Nothing to do now but wait.
 
   He pulled the accursed Blodleter off his back and leaned it against a tree, well back from the edge of the falls.  Out of sight, but in reach.  He dropped the satchel beside it, rolled his shoulders and rubbed where the straps had been pulling.  Then he knelt at the drop-off and scanned the distant trees.
 
   The Algolan would come from there.
 
   He waited.
 
   His fingers drummed the slingstones in the pocket of his trousers.  The stones might have helped him if they were gold.  And if his aim were better.
 
   What could she want with him?  Maybe Ee was wrong – it was all a coincidence and the Algolan had no interest in him, but was after something else.  After all, Simon hadn’t seen an Algolan in almost a year, and he didn’t have anything that–
 
   Simon’s eyes went wide, and he turned to stare at Blodleter behind him, its golden pommel resting against the tree’s bark.
 
   Oh, he was a fool!
 
   The sword was enchanted, he knew that – it could cut through foot-thick pines – and it had belonged to a powerful and evil man.  Could someone be seeking it?  That made more sense than someone coming after him.  And an object, once enchanted, could be traced.  Simon had read books in his father’s library about Algolan thaumaturgy, techniques of divination…
 
   There was no way to be sure.  He would have to meet this woman if he wanted answers.
 
   Ee’s voice came to him from above.  <Soon now.>
 
   Simon swallowed.  <Ee… if this goes badly, you’ll step in, right?  Use your sling?>
 
   <From what we have heard, if this goes badly, my sling will make no difference.>
 
   Ee remained invisible.  Simon was on his own.
 
   #
 
   Lis heard the gentle roar of whitewater long before she found the falls.  Her stomach was empty and her body ached, but her eyes drank in the view like an elixir.  She would admit, aside from its horrors, Mira could be a beautiful place.  The trees by the stream were green and tall, and their branches swayed in the breeze.  The boulders at the falls were smooth and dark and washed clean by the everflowing water.
 
   And there was a boy at the top.
 
   Though he looked as if manhood might not be far from him, Lis wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen a more harmless-looking Miran.  His ears jutted awkwardly from under a beaverskin cap, and black hair hung in uncombed locks to his shoulders.  His clothes were ancient, damp, and weatherstained.  She couldn’t judge his height from down here, but he didn’t seem especially tall.  And he was certainly skinny – even malnourished.
 
   He watched her without saying a word.
 
   She sighed.  After her luck with Mr. Bogg, she had no interest in getting to know another local.  Still, the stiletto had shown her how close Simon Jones had to be.  Perhaps the boy had seen a man with an Algolan sword.  She could ask.
 
   No, no… she stopped herself.  Better not reveal too much.  She smiled and waved.  “Greetings.”
 
   “Hello,” said the boy.  His voice was soft and fragile, and bore little of the typical Miran drawl.  Its sound was almost lost in the roar of the water.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   Lis stepped to the base of the falls.  “I’m just passing through.”
 
   “You’re an Algolan,” the boy declared.
 
   Lis shrugged.  “Of course.”
 
   “Are you lost?” 
 
   She considered him.  He possessed a subtle poise she did not expect, rare for a youth and unseen in any Miran she had met.  She suspected that he had some education… but otherwise, his demeanor revealed nothing to her.
 
   “If I’m lost,” she said, “that’s all right.  I’m looking for someone.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   No you don’t, you rascal.  She didn’t answer.  Instead, she climbed a boulder, starting her way up the falls, a few feet beside the rushing water.
 
   #
 
   Simon breathed in a sharp breath of panic as the Algolan woman started up the falls.  “Who are you looking for?” he asked again.  He scanned the woods downstream for any sign of Bogg, but there was none.  Did he no longer follow her?  What had happened to him?
 
   The woman climbed relentlessly toward him, rising through the mist, mastering the rocks with balance and grace.  Her Algolan lilt was unmistakable.  “I seek a criminal.  A dangerous man.”  Her long hair fell casually down her shoulder, and her cheek was smudged with dirt.  A shining gem hung as a pendant around her neck, and she wore chain mail of a quality he had never seen, but it was dull and stained by a long time in the wilderness.  The emblems on her fraying and torn blue tunic declared the heraldry of a royal family in Sept Algolus… as well as the insignia of the royal guard.
 
   Simon’s eyes widened.  “What are you?  A duchess?  Or a constable?”
 
   “Both.”  She smiled, and in that moment of beauty, his heart went out to her.  Her mud-soaked boots landed on the next rock, and he knew she would be at his side in mere moments.  She would see that stupid Algolan sword.
 
   A criminal.  A dangerous man.
 
   He wondered who the dangerous man was, and if, by some terrible mistake, she could be seeking him.  What could he do?
 
   Ee seemed to have an idea.  She appeared from nowhere, clutched the sword with two tiny four-fingered hands, and with labored tugs, dragged it up the trunk of a tree.
 
   Simon turned to the woman, wishing there were some way to keep her from climbing any higher.  “Wait!”
 
   She stopped.
 
   #
 
   Lis stared warily at the boy.  “What?”  
 
   He didn’t reply.  He just looked at her with his innocent face full of some unnamable dread.  He wore a necklace, something made with scavenged bits from the forest.  A strange thing for a boy to wear.  Something small and white was threaded on it.  A tooth.  It looked almost human.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   “I… yes,” he stammered.  “It’s just… I don’t know your name.”
 
   Lis narrowed her eyes at the lad.  Some deep suspicious part of her felt as though he didn’t want her to get to close to him, and given that he was Miran, she supposed that might actually be the case.  Two steps shy of his level, she stopped.  “I am Lady Lisandra Jurgen of Albueshire, major in the Royal Guard of the Empire of Sept Algolus.”  With a flourish, she hopped up the final two steps and stood beside the boy at the top of the falls. 
 
   The boy recoiled, shrinking.  “Jurgen?  Jurgen!”  His mouth hung agape and he whispered in horror, “It is me…”
 
   She nearly demanded an explanation for his rude reaction to her name and lineage, but a glimmer of motion drew her eye to a nearby tree.  A sword crawled its way up, its golden pommel clasped in the green fingers of a vivet in squirrel skins and an antlered headdress, struggling froglike up the trunk.
 
   The sword.  Blodleter.  In the hands of a vivet.
 
   Galton’s voice rose from the depths of her memory:  Rumors abound that this Jones character runs with the green men.  Lis’s gaze locked on the gentle gray eyes of the boy, this innocent boy, who had a vivet for a friend and possessed her brother’s sword!
 
   “Simon Jones,” she growled, and the power that beat in her heart and surged through her limbs was the prodigal offspring of rage and joy.  Here was her target, the elusive object of her pursuit, the assassin who took the life of her brother – now, in her grasp.  Her journey was at an end.
 
   The terror Simon Jones felt was plain on his face, and the sound of his own name seemed to overwhelm him.  He staggered to keep his feet under him, and Lis thought he might swoon.
 
   “You know, don’t you?” she hissed.  “You know why I am here.  You know your fate.  You know you can never escape justice for your crime.”
 
   Jones closed his eyes for a split second and flung himself away from her.  Before she could reach for him, he snatched Blodleter from the vivet in the tree and swung it in a wide arc, bringing its blade to bear on her.  Behind the deadly gleam of its steel, his eyes burned with defiance.
 
   Lis reacted automatically, drawing her broken mace from its sling on her back.  Without its flanged head, the mace was little more than a yard-long bar of dull metal, no match for Blodleter… but Lis felt no uncertainty as she squared off against Jones.
 
   Blodleter was a warrior’s blade, enormous, meant to be wielded by a man with reach and strength, and Jones had neither.  His stance was wrong, his balance was off, cheating him of what little leverage his scrawny frame might have provided.  
 
   She grinned, her eyes narrowing with the pleasure of anticipation.  She had planned to bind Simon Jones and transport him by sail back to Sept Algolus for a proper trial and hanging.  She was bound by the code of the Royal Guard, after all.
 
   But this was so much better – he had raised arms against her, resisting arrest… and that meant that she had the moral and legal right, here and now, to kill him.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
   Two decades earlier, Lis’s favorite game was ‘tag,’ although Ty’s favorite game came to be ‘chase.’  He liked to call it ‘hunting.’  In the winter months, when it was too cold for the beach and the garden’s pond had frozen over, he would chase her through the palace halls.
 
   Lis hated this game.
 
   Most of the time, at least.  She liked outrunning Ty, and she liked outwitting him by finding a new hiding spot.  By the time she was ten, though, and he was twelve, both those challenges were becoming more difficult.  He had grown taller than her in the last year, and stronger, and seemingly on some days, faster.
 
   One night, when the snows blew fiercely through the blackness outside and fires roared in hearths throughout the palace, Lis slipped into Father’s trophy room.
 
   Forbidden territory.
 
   A fire burned in the fireplace here, but the plush red furnishings and high ceiling seemed to swallow the light.  Crossed weapons gleamed on the walls: cutlasses, pikes, halberds, pole-axes.  And on their oak bases, high above the weapons, animal heads glared down at her.  To her right, a snarling wolf.  To her left, a maned lion.  Then a sharp-beaked griffon, then a regal, ever-silent unicorn.
 
   Lis tip-toed over a bearskin rug to hide behind one of the immense chairs by the fire, but Tyrus sprang from the spot, ambushing her.  “Gotcha!”  He grabbed her by the arm and flung her to the bearskin.
 
   He scowled at her, his hands on his hips.  “You’re supposed to hide better than this.”
 
   She leapt up and ran for the arched doorway, but he caught a fistful of her hair and threw her down again.  Lis hated this part of the game – when Ty caught her and felt that she hadn’t tried hard enough.
 
   “That was too easy!”  He bent down and boxed her ear.
 
   Lis fought the pain and rolled away from him, thumping against the wall.  Crossed cutlasses hung over her.  She stood and snatched one off its brackets.  Her small fingers slipped inside the guard and she pointed the wide, curving blade at him.  “How’s this?”  She slashed the air.  “Better?”
 
   But oh, it was heavy!  The cutlass must have been pure iron, from her grandfather’s generation, because when she swung it, it tried to dislocate her shoulder.  It sagged, and she gripped it with both hands.
 
   Tyrus laughed.  “A little better.”  He darted close and slapped at the flat of the blade with his palm.  The cutlass slipped away from her and thudded on the bearskin.  
 
   He swatted the side of her head, and her vision blurred.  “You shouldn’t touch Father’s things.”
 
   Lis held up her arms to fend off his blows.  “Are you going to tell?”
 
   He laughed again.  “No, no.  I’ll punish you myself.”  He grabbed her arms and threw her down.  “You’ve got to be better at this game!” He kicked her in the stomach, and she doubled up, groaning.  
 
   “This is what happens,” he taunted, kicking her again, “when you don’t hide good enough.”  And he kicked her yet again.
 
   #
 
   At the top of the falls, Lisandra gazed past the severed end of her mace at the young desperate face of Simon Jones.  The blade of Blodleter quivered between them, uneasy in the boy’s grip.
 
   It was only natural, she thought, that the sight of this child holding a sword that was beyond his ability would remind her of that moment with the cutlass, so long ago.  Only natural.
 
   She struggled to focus, as the boy’s desperate eyes watched her every move.  
 
   She would grant, though she had no evidence, that there might be some motive in this boy’s heart for his crime, some reason why he would stalk and kill her brother.  Tyrus Jurgen had been a harsh man, in his way.  Tyrus Jurgen had his enemies.
 
   “He hurt you,” she murmured.  She watched the boy’s eyes for any response.  “Didn’t he?”  
 
   He gave none.
 
   Suddenly her old mace, even with its missing head, felt heavy as her grandfather’s cutlass.  A chill rose from her heart and stilled her limbs.  What was she doing?  Was she really about to strike down a child?
 
   But what else could she do?  Her family – her empire – demanded for justice.  She had told them that she would seek out that justice and deliver it.  What if she failed?  She would lose her honor, perhaps her place in the Royal Guard.  What would she be then?  A princess?  It had been years since her father had spoken of a dowry…
 
   And she would keep it that way.
 
   Her mace rushed down at Blodleter, battering it to the stone at their feet.  Simon Jones stared at her, empty handed.  Before he could flee, she raised the mace over her head in one hand and grabbed his shirt with the other.  “Simon Jones, you are under arrest for the murder of Tyrus Jurgen.”
 
   #
 
   Simon found himself pushed face-down against hard wet stone.  The woman pressed her boot between his shoulder blades.  She tossed away the steel pipe she’d disarmed him with, and it rang sharply on the rocks.  She pulled its harness off her back, worked the shoulder straps free, and used them to bind Simon’s wrists behind him.
 
   This was worse than any nightmare.  Had she really crossed the ocean to track him down?  How could she have found him?  It all seemed impossible.  Some awful curse on him had to be playing out.
 
   His fate must have been sealed the moment he struck down the swordsman, Tyrus, in the captain’s quarters of the Eldritch Wand.  Simon had taken a life, and there was no chance of escaping that act.  And he had thought it would end his troubles!  He realized, as rock scraped his cheek, that the wild man had never appeared to him since that moment.
 
   That was when the dreams had stopped.
 
   Jurgen hoisted him up by the elbows.  “On your feet.”
 
   Simon worked his legs under him.  “I didn’t know anyone was looking for me.”
 
   “You thought you’d get away with murdering Algolan royalty?”  She jerked him by the arm.  “With murdering my brother?”
 
   Your brother, he thought, and he could feel her fanaticism in her grip.  How long had she been tracking him, thirsting for revenge?  A numb wave of hopelessness drained the strength from his legs, and he leaned against her.  She pushed him to his feet with her forearm, a rough gesture… that caused her to slightly loosen her grip.
 
   Simon made his decision and sprang away from her, twisting free.  His boots skidded on the wet rocks and he nearly splashed into the water as it rushed over the falls, but then he was running upstream, running for the cover of the trees, running from his fate, maybe, but running with all his strength.
 
   She caught him by the hair and dragged him to a stop.  His beaverskin hat flew from his head, and from the corner of his eye, he saw the current take it.
 
   Jurgen pulled him, by the hair and by the arm, tug after ruthless tug, back to the edge of the falls.  She took a firm hold on his belt and leaned him over the edge.  “Well?” she demanded.
 
   The sight of the rocks awash in mist below took Simon’s breath from him.  The fall might kill him outright.  It might not.  But it would certainly break his bones, dooming him to drown.
 
   “Well, Jones?  Do I have your attention?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Simon cried into the roar.
 
   “You have resisted my arrest.  You have tried to escape.  I am under no obligation to spare you, by Algolan law.  But I am not without compassion for someone so young.  I will bring you, alive and unharmed, to Albueshire.”  She leaned over the precipice, dangling him closer to the edge, sending a bolt of panic through him.  “But do not try my patience!”
 
   She held him there for a long moment.
 
   Then another.
 
   Simon twisted his body, craning his neck to look up at her face.  She wasn’t looking at him.  Instead, something far below held her gaze, beyond the base of the falls and among the trees downstream.  She stared at it with a peculiar sort of bitterness, and Simon wondered what could seize her attention so completely.
 
   “Impossible,” she whispered.
 
   Simon turned back to search the trees, though the view made him dizzy with terror.  He heard the voice before he saw anything, a voice harsh and rough, but soothing and familiar as an old deerskin coat.
 
   “Ahoy there, pup!”
 
   A jolt shot through him.  “Bogg!”
 
   Jurgen pulled Simon roughly from the precipice and dropped him on the ground only a few inches from Blodleter.  With his arms bound behind him, his chest and chin broke his fall and knocked the wind from his lungs.  As he struggled for breath, he watched the unlucky sword creep, creep toward the trees, as Ee dragged it quietly out of sight. 
 
   #
 
   Bogg had followed the Major’s tracks to the waterfall as steadily and surely as the mornglom follows the night.  She’d made no endeavor to hide her marks, and Bogg doubted she’d have succeeded if she’d tried.
 
   When he saw the pup dangling over the drop like a mess of bait, his heart passed over a beat.  And yet, as it did, his memory noted how much the little feller had changed.  Taller, Bogg reckoned, a little harder in the face and shoulders, that coal-black hair a little longer, nearer a mountain man’s length.
 
   The Major tossed him out of sight.  Bogg called to him jest the same.  “You all right, pup?  Everything working?”
 
   “I’m okay, Bogg,” came the pup’s voice.  He appeared, sitting up, at the Major’s feet.  “I understand you’ve met this nice lady.”
 
   Bogg stuck his tongue in his toothhole.  “We’re acquainted, sorry to say.  And I’m sorry to be so late.  I’ve been in a fair sweat to keep the two of you apart.”
 
   The Major scowled down at Bogg.  “Old friends?”
 
   “Family,” said the pup, and Bogg reckoned he hadn’t changed so much after all.
 
   “Family…”  The Major deflated a little, like a sail in a dead calm.  “I’d say that’s an extraordinarily unlucky hire on my part… were I the sort who believed in luck.”
 
   Bogg glared something ferocious at her.  “You’ve had your share of luck, all right, and it’s been vexatious for me.  But it’s run out now.”  He felt his voice turn mean.  “I’m coming up there to beat you into bad health, Major.  There won’t be enough of you left to bait a fish hook.”
 
   “I warn you, Mr. Bogg!” the Major snapped.  “I act in the name of the Crown of Sept Algolus.  In light of your perfidy, if you should come under my custody, I will not be merciful!”
 
   Bogg grinned.  He was getting to almost like it when she talked like that.  “Sit tight, pup.  I’ll have you loose in a hot minute.”  He touched his fingers to the handle of his fang dagger and hopped up the first crowd of mist-dampened boulders at the base of the falls.
 
   “Be careful, Bogg,” the pup called.  “She’s dangerous!”
 
   Bogg watched his footing.  “Gathered that in the last hour, have you?  She’s been disfurnishing me of my patience for days, so I reckon I know her better than you.  You be at rest and enjoy the spectacle.”  He climbed up the next passel of boulders and glared at her.  “You hear that, Major?”
 
   She turned to face him with her hands on her hips, and from down here, a stone's throw beneath her, he saw nothing behind her but blue sky.  She didn’t say a word, and the flick of motion made by her right hand was so quick and easy that Bogg hardly noticed it.
 
   But he saw the flash of silver coming at him from her open palm, and before he could even think how damn fast she was, or think that he might be in a sight of trouble, he felt a cutting sting in his gut, pain worse than he’d ever felt, and that was saying something.
 
   He couldn’t help but look down, and there, sunk clean and hilt-deep into his deerskin was the bejeweled handle of the Major’s little lodestone stiletto.
 
   “You can keep that,” the Major said.  “I don’t need it any more.”
 
   He was about to holler a witty reply, but he couldn’t pull in any air.  His lungs didn’t seem to be working right.  The weather had suddenly turned darker and colder, and his mouth was dry, his tongue turning sandy.  Blood flowed down his front side and dripped on his boots, rich and dark and handsome-looking.  Bogg didn’t enjoy bleeding, as a rule, but he couldn’t help being fascinated by the sight.  
 
   His body gave up its strength and his legs mutinied, choosing not to hold him up any longer.  He dropped off those boulders like a felled pine and splashed into the water below.  It weren’t deep enough to cushion his fall, but in his state, he couldn’t feel much when he hit bottom.  He had enough wits left to roll on his back and keep his nose above water.
 
   As he lay there, thoughts passed his way now and then, such as the necessity of getting hisself up, such as the recognition of that high keening mourningful sound as the pup’s screams, such as the icy chill of the water washing over his legs.
 
   The pup’s racket turned to a sobbing and, by and by, faded out of his hearing.  
 
   A small, furry, watergoing creature floated into his narrow view.  Bogg pegged it for a muskrat, then a dead muskrat once he noticed that it was motionless and waterlogged, drifting on the current.  Maybe it had come over the falls.  It swirled slowly in an eddy, leaving his view and coming back again.
 
   As it came closer, he studied that it was in fact the pup’s hat.  But despite a noble effort, Bogg didn’t have the strength to reach for it.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
   Simon’s arms were still bound behind him.  His new captor had searched him, made a disgusted face at his sling and slingstones, and thrown them away.  She rummaged through his satchel and seemed to find nothing threatening.  Then she forced him to march in front of her as they traced a wide loop through the woods, working their way around the cliff back downstream, in the direction of the eostern coast.  
 
   “We’ll sail out of Fort Inconvenience,” she had told him, "or the first town we find with a harbor."
 
   Maybe not, he thought.  Maybe he would die before then, of starvation or animal attack.  He had crawled to the edge of the falls and peeked down at Bogg just as Jurgen had thrown her stiletto.  The sight of Bogg falling seemed to grow through his mind like a poisonous weed.  Simon would not eat, and he would not lift a hand to fight off any wolves or splintercats that found them.
 
   Even the knowledge that Ee had escaped with Blodleter did not stir him.  She should abandon the sword, and abandon him, and go back to the vivets, like she wanted.  He hoped they would accept her once he was dead and gone.
 
   They had left the river, and the forest stretched for miles around them.  Simon wandered between large, dark pines.  The ground was soft with auburn needles and tree litter, and thick grass grew in the clearings they passed.  Birds chirped softly overhead, and Simon thought he heard the sound of something moving behind them.
 
   Ee?  Probably not.  She would be in the branches above them, and totally silent besides.
 
   He heard it again – the soft crunch of needles.  Something was keeping up with them.  Or maybe it was just Lisandra Jurgen, stomping along behind him.  He glanced back at her.
 
   She scowled at him.  “Keep moving.”
 
   He faced forward and marched.
 
   She spoke again, and her voice held a softer tone.  “I’m sorry about Mr. Bogg.”
 
   The words were like a knife in his heart.  How dare she speak of him?
 
   “Were you truly family?” she asked.
 
   He did not answer.
 
   “I do not relish taking life.  I find no pleasure in it, even when it is someone who…” she stopped, and Simon heard her draw a breath.  “If I could cut violence out of my profession and leave the rest, I would.”
 
   They walked in silence for a time, and the only sounds were the birds, the breeze in the highest branches, and their footsteps.
 
   “I’ve been thinking,” she said.  “About Mr. Bogg, and a cemetery he once pointed out to me.  You are from Fort Sanctuary, aren’t you?”
 
   He didn’t want her knowing anything about him, and kept quiet.  The birds called to each other happily, ignorant of the pair beneath them… and Simon heard those sounds change.  At first, he didn’t know how.
 
   Then he realized that he was hearing the difference between birdsong and vivetsong.
 
   “If not Fort Sanctuary,” his captor went on, “then somewhere along my brother’s path through this land.  I understand a little about what must have happened.  I wish I could know for sure.”
 
   Simon heard Ee call a warning.  He threw himself to the side, landing hard on his shoulder, and rolled to face the Algolan.
 
   Blodleter plunged at her, dropped tip-down from the highest branches above, like a bolt of silver lightning.  Jurgen had no time to dodge the blade, and only paused in her step before Blodleter struck  her left shoulder, slicing her chain mail like a printer’s razor through parchment.  Drops of blood and broken links of chain scattered in the air, and the sword buried itself in the earth, missing her boot by inches.
 
   She staggered back with a sharp cry and clung to her shoulder with her right hand.  She searched the trees, her face a mask of pain.
 
   Blodleter stood in the earth like a shining beacon, and if Simon’s hands were free, he might have grabbed for it.  Instead, it was up to Ee.  If she used her sling, she could finish Jurgen off…
 
   Jurgen spotted him on the ground and grunted at him through her pain. “Your green friend again?”  She lifted her hand from her shoulder to peer at the blood-soaked chain mail beneath.  Simon caught a glimpse of the white of her collarbone.  
 
   He sat up.  Hope welled in his heart, and he found the will to speak.  “Tyrus Jurgen was a monster.  He deserved what happened to him.  And so do you.”
 
   She swayed a bit in her stance.  “Is… is that a confession?”
 
   Simon could see how weak she was.  “You want me to confess?”  Maybe he could buy Ee some time to strike.  “What good would that be to you?”
 
   “It might… settle your conscience.”
 
   “Why don’t you give up?” he suggested.  “You’ll never get me to the coast alive.”
 
   She set her feet under her, and her body steadied.  “Is that so?”  She dropped her hand from her shoulder and let it bleed, staring at him, her eyes suddenly clear and sharp.  She stepped forward, drew Blodleter from the earth with her good arm and rested its blade against Simon’s neck.  “I am my brother’s sister,” she hissed at him.  “And I am not so frail as I look!”
 
   Holding Blodleter under his ear, she turned to face the treetops.  “Hello, little vivet!  Hello, loyal servant of Simon Jones!  You see what I hold at his neck?  I suggest you be on your way, and leave us in peace.”
 
   Her voice rose into the trees and faded to silence, and the silence held.
 
   #
 
   The cold of the stream soaked its way into Bogg’s bones, and became a pain as deep as the pain of the stiletto.  By the time sunset had darkened to afternight, the icewater splashing over his legs had set the shivers on him so bad, he made up his mind to crawl out or die.  So, as he lay on his back, he crawled up the stream bank by his elbows.  Time enough, he lay free of the water, but wet and frozen, and so weak and ailish that he couldn’t lift his head to look at his blood.
 
   The roar of the falls seemed to come and go as his attention wandered between this world and the next.  The stars had come out overhead, and the highest branches moved in the breeze now and then, demurely hiding their cold light.
 
   By jings, he should have seen that stiletto coming.
 
   He wondered how the pup was faring.  Better than he?  It was a question he couldn’t see through, of course, nor could he see how, after all his hard work, the Major had gotten to the pup after all.  Bogg had been beaten, and squarely.
 
   He supposed she never would have been able to absquatulate with the pup if Bogg had never left him in the first place, all those months ago.  Bogg and the pup, together, might have been more than the Major could handle.  But that had not happened, and it surely wasn’t the pup’s fault.  It was Bogg’s own preference to strike out on his own, to weed his own row.
 
   Bogg weren’t set for people.  It was his nature, simple as that.  You can’t keep a squirrel on the ground.
 
   But the pup had paid for it.
 
   Damn.  He should have seen that stiletto.
 
   He let his fingers walk over his belly, feeling all the wet and the cold, until he felt near the blade hilt and discovered that spot was wet and warm.  Still bleeding.  At the pouch at his hip, he felt the heavy lump of the clay pot of hoopsnake venom he’d hived from the greenies.
 
   Hoopsnake venom.  Well, there was a thought.
 
   It was sheer luck the pot hadn’t shattered when he’d gone over the falls.  Now, he just had to hold it over the knife and crush it in his fist, let the venom seep, and Bogg would be on his way.  Plenty of other fellers in his position would have done it, given his prospects.
 
   Bogg worked his hand into the pouch and wiggled the pot free.  The stopper was a nicely trimmed plug of bark, and it seemed to be holding.  He turned the little pot in his fingers, dwelling on his options.  
 
   Then he pitched the pot over his head, out of reach.  He didn’t reckon he needed any easy way out.  He deserved the fix he was in, after all, and it was proper that he pay his own thunder, and ride the horse he tended. 
 
   It was nigh on morning, and the stars were fading, when he heard the wolves.  Four or five, judging by the happy calls they made to each other.  He listened to them draw closer as the sky turned gray and the trees reappeared from the darkness.  If someone had told him, years back, that he would one day end up as a wolf pack’s breakfast, he would have accepted it as plausible.  Now there weren’t much to do but beguile the time until it was over.
 
   “Sorry, pup,” he muttered skyward.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
   Simon spent the night tied to a tree.
 
   Jurgen roused him to his feet before dawn.  She dropped the satchel into place over his shoulder and prodded him before her, forcing him to march hungry, staggering among the dull shadows of the trees.  As the forest slowly grew lighter, he listened.
 
   He was treated to a world of sounds.
 
   The birds were having themselves a fine morning.  He probed their calls in his mind, searching for any word from Ee.  There was none.  He wondered if he would ever see her again.  Maybe she had finally listened to her green brethren and abandoned her human friend.
 
   With the birds, but softer, came the labored breaths of his tormentor.  He kept up his pace, wondering if she might fall behind.  She didn’t.  She stayed just a few steps behind him, and when he lagged, she tapped his shoulder with Blodleter.
 
   Now and then he turned to glare at her.  Blood stained her left side, but its flow had stopped, and it was browning on her chain mail in the morning light.  She held her left arm against her stomach, and held Blodleter in her right hand, blade down, leaning on it like a cane.
 
   After the birds, and the winded breathing from Jurgen, Simon heard something else far behind them, shuffling through the brush and crunching on dead pine needles.  
 
   Then nothing but silence.
 
   Then the crystalline snapping of a twig.
 
   Simon turned and peered past his scowling jailer, searching the trees behind them.  He saw nothing.  “Keep moving,” she said.
 
   He swallowed and faced forward.  Seen or not, something was stalking them.
 
   After a few minutes of birds and Jurgen’s struggling breath, she whispered, “What is it?”
 
   At first, he didn’t know what she meant.  “Pardon?”
 
   “Behind us,” she said.  “Neither bear nor panther.  It’s clever enough to keep out of sight.  But not clever enough to be silent.”
 
   Simon wished for a bear or panther, but he knew he wasn’t so lucky.  He recalled Bogg’s tale of this creature on their first day out of Fort Sanctuary.  “It’s letting us hear it, on purpose,” he said quietly.  “To scare us.  It’ll take its time, and smell our fear, and run us ragged, until we’re too weak to fight back.”
 
   A bush rustled barely ten yards behind them, and they both spun to search the woods.  
 
   Nothing was there.
 
   Simon was gripped by a cold anxiety.  “It’s a hidebehind.  And it probably knows you’re wounded and I’m tied up.  We won’t see it until it’s too late.”
 
   Simon returned to walking, but Jurgen didn’t.  He stopped to watch her.
 
   She leaned on Blodleter and kept her eyes on the trees.  “Smells fear, hm?”
 
   “That’s right,” Simon whispered.
 
   “What if I’m not afraid?”  She didn’t wait for his response, but strode quickly back the way they had come.  Her limp was gone, and she suddenly had the strength to roar.  “Here I am, cowardly beast!  And here is my sword!”  She lifted Blodleter one-handed and whirled it in an arc overhead.  It lopped a low-hanging branch off a pine that landed at her feet.  “If it’s fear you seek, you shall find none!  If it’s a meal you seek, you shall be rent asunder!  Avaunt!”
 
   She rested the blade at the ready on her shoulder as the echo of her voice faded.  The only response was silence.
 
   She turned and marched toward Simon – looking dirty, bloodstained, and furious.  “Now that I possess my brother’s sword, there is little in this forest as dangerous as me.  If you hear anything else, ignore it.  Onward.”
 
   They continued, and as they did, Simon kept listening for sounds beyond the birds.
 
   Jurgen’s breathing was stronger, as if her body drew power from her force of will.  And behind them… not a sound.
 
   The quiet seemed to creep into Simon’s bones like a disease… filling him with panic.  His fingers trembled, his arms flexing weakly against the straps, and restlessness set into his legs, overwhelming his hunger and fatigue.
 
   His legs were free.
 
   They were all he had left.  Maybe he could outrun her.
 
   So he ran.
 
   #
 
   Well, the wolves were surely taking their time.  Bogg listened, having no doubt they had the scent of his blood.  He drummed his fingers on the antler handle of his sabertooth knife.  He supposed he would draw it, when the right moment came, and try to take a few wolves with him.  That weren’t poor sportsmanship, he judged, so much as sheer force of habit.
 
   Even better, he could pull the silvery knife out of his gut and unleash two-handed hell on them.  Until he bled out, anyway.
 
   But their yips and howls and carrying on faded fast in the presence of another sound, a call exactly like a man whistling a pleasant tune as he strolled through the woods.  Way out here?  Bogg judged that he’d lost too much blood and had gone off his box.
 
   But, sure as the wolves had run off, the whistling got louder and clearer as sunlight touched the treetops.  Bogg couldn’t place the tune, but he had the feeling he might have heard it before.  With a groan, he rolled onto his side so he could look toward the sound.
 
   There on the stone beside him, stained and calloused with miles of trekking, were a man’s bare feet.
 
   #
 
   Simon knew that if he fell, he wouldn’t be able to get up, not with his arms pinned behind him.  He struggled to breathe and keep his legs moving, weaving between the trees.  
 
   Jurgen followed not more than a dozen paces behind.  She didn’t call to him, didn’t draw closer, didn’t fall behind.  He wondered how bad her wound was hurting her, and whether he, with his restraints and hunger, could slip away from her.
 
   And then what?
 
   He’d starve alone in the woods.
 
   No!  Ee would find him and untie him.  He would be okay.
 
   Unless she had finally abandoned him, the way the other vivets wanted her to.  Maybe she had seen Bogg fall, and concluded that Simon Jones was just too dangerous to be around.  
 
   The forest floor sloped downward and the trees grew more sparsely, giving him some room to move.  He willed power to his exhausted legs and heard his pursuer fade behind him.
 
   Tyrus Jurgen’s sister.
 
   Nothing in Simon’s life had been the same since he had borrowed that cabin boy’s clothes and slipped aboard the Eldritch Wand.  Tyrus had taken the life of Simon’s father, and when Simon had driven Blodleter into his heart, Tyrus had taken Simon’s innocence.
 
   That was it, wasn’t it?  Simon wasn’t innocent.
 
   Soft grunts of effort came up suddenly behind him, and he knew his stupid reverie had slowed his legs and dulled his ears.  A flicker of shining metal appeared at his side, and the flat of Blodleter’s blade knocked the sense from his head.
 
   His balance left him and and the forest spun crazily.  His feet seemed to get tangled with each other, and down he went to the unforgiving ground, shoulder and face first.
 
   He rolled to his side and blinked at the brightness of the morning sky.  Jurgen stepped into that brightness, stared down at him, and leveled Blodleter at his throat.  “The actual wording of your warrant,” she said, “states ‘dead or alive.’”
 
   Her cold glare suddenly broke as she noticed something on the blade.  "What is this?"  She frowned at it.  "What have you done?  You've defaced the ricasso."
 
   She meant the runes.  The base of the blade had declared "Behold, Blodleter" and "KALLISTI."  The words had struck Simon as Tyrus's personal signature, so he had paid a blacksmith to grind them off.  "Behold, the Golden Slingstone" was printed in its place.  These letters glinted at Simon now, as Jurgen scowled at him.  "Murder," she muttered.  "Theft.  And vandalism?"
 
   Simon had no strength left.  “Your brother…” he croaked, and a spasm of coughing shook him.  He began again.  “Your brother killed my father.  And plenty of other people.  One of his henchmen killed a vivet.”
 
   The tip of the sword did not waver.  
 
   “So Bogg and I chased him from Fort Sanctuary to old Dragon’s Head.  Then I sneaked aboard his ship and stabbed him.”  He tilted his head toward the blade.  “With that sword.”
 
   Jurgen raised an eyebrow.  “You’re confessing?”
 
   “If you want to call it that.  I can’t deny it any more, because it’s the truth.  I killed your brother.  Because he deserved it.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
   Bogg narrowed his eyes at those feet.  They were real enough, he suspicioned.  The rest of the feller was dressed in worn out town clothes, suspenders over a cotton shirt, and he looked right comfortable in them.  No firelock, no knife.  Jest a walking stick and a sack over his shoulder, not so packed with apples as before.
 
   “Chapman,” Bogg wheezed.
 
   The feller rested his walking stick against a rock and pondered Bogg, stroking his beard, which was as dark and soft-looking as the fur on a cat’s belly.  “Pleasant morning to you, Mr. Bogg.”  He considered the hilt jutting from Bogg’s middle.  “Though it can’t be that pleasant, can it?  I’d ask you how-do, but it’s clear enough.”
 
   Bogg pushed out words through clenched teeth.  “I’ve had better days.”
 
   Chapman set his sack down.  It was near empty.
 
   “What happened to your apples?” Bogg asked.
 
   “I ate them.  It’s a long way from the Rendezvous.  Especially the way I walk it.”
 
   Despite his discomfort, Bogg stuck his tongue in his toothhole.  “Jest passing through, are you?”
 
   Chapman shrugged.  “I’m always jest passing through.  Apples make dandy walking fuel.  Everyone should try them.  Matter of fact, the way I drop cores behind me, in another few years, maybe they will.”  
 
   “That’s peculiar,” Bogg said.  It was more of Bogg’s luck, he reckoned, to be found on the very edge of the beyond by a feller who was light in the head.  “You’ll get a nickname, like as not, if you keep that up.  Say, how did you get past the wolves I’ve been hearing all morning?”
 
   “Funny thing, that.  I whistle, and most every critter steers clear of me.  Haven’t had trouble with wolves for years.”  Chapman gestured at the stiletto, not getting too close.  “Now, how did this misfortune befall you?”
 
   “In your wanderings, did you happen to see a dark-haired lad toted by a woman in armor?”
 
   “No, sir.” Chapman raised brown eyebrows.  “That wouldn’t be the same woman who helped you take on that overly pugnacious critter at the Rendezvous, would it?”
 
   “Madam Hodag.”  Bogg nodded as best he could and pointed at the stiletto.  “That’s hers.”
 
   “Good land,” Chapman muttered.  “And here it seemed to me that you two were getting along.  Is there any way I can help?”
 
   “That’s kind of you,” Bogg groaned.  “But I don’t reckon an apple will do much to help me now.”
 
   Chapman chuckled.  “Well now, apples ain’t all I eat.  Mostly, granted.  And I don’t care for coneybucks or suchlike livestock.”  He nodded his head toward the water.  “I do fish now and then.  Rainbow trout is right tasty, cooked proper.  Fur-bearing trout ain’t tasty no matter how it’s cooked, but it does wonders for the constitution.”
 
   Bogg stared at Chapman, unsure if he’d heard clearly in his weakened state.  “Did you say–”
 
   Chapman put his palm to his head.  “Jupiter Pluvius!  Here I am jawing away when I’ve got fur-bearing trout in my poke right here.”  He rummaged through his sack.  “I smoked it last week.  It might be a bit gamey by now, but not too far from usual.  Might do the trick.”
 
   Bogg felt hope flutter in him, and never did that stiletto hurt so badly.  Chapman brought out a bundle smaller than his hand, wrapped in oak leaves, and passed it to Bogg’s bloody fingers.
 
   Bogg pulled off the leaves and found a few bites of gray, wrinkled meat.  “This is a kindness,” he said softly.  “More than I deserve.”
 
   “You did me a favor once, as I recall,” Chapman said.  “Go on.”
 
   Bogg swallered it down and closed his eyes against the taste.  He’d never had fur-bearing trout his own self, though his knowance of its power came to him as a lad.  Ackerley, as a young man, fell off the roof of the cabin they were building, the dunderhead.  He sent Bogg to a particular fishing hole, some miles from the woods where they lived.  When Bogg had ahold of a trout with patches of fungus thick as rabbit fur on its scales, he knew he had caught what Ackerley wanted.  Ackerley carved off strips with a carpenter’s knife as he lay there, and gulped them down raw.  And after a day of fevered carrying-on, Ackerley stood up good as new.
 
   Bogg opened his eyes.  
 
   Chapman was gone, and the white water of the falls shone with the hot light of noon.  Bogg must have dozed off.  He tried sitting up, and found that he could, and felt his wound.
 
   The blade was gone.  
 
   Hard to say when it had come out, or whether Chapman had helped.  As Bogg worked his way to his feet, he felt a strange pain in his gut.  He pressed his fingers to the spot, and dog his cats if he didn’t feel the shape of the Major’s pigsticker directly inside him!
 
   “Oh,” he muttered.  “This is unfortunate.”
 
   He opened his deerskin shirt.  The wound had completely closed, and the hilt of the stiletto bulged under his skin.  How had it gotten in there?  He felt behind him for the blade point, poking out his back, but couldn’t find it.
 
   A fine bucket of fishhooks this was.  Would he have to carry around this thing with him for the rest of his days?
 
   Then a thought dawned on him.  All this was part of the fur-bearing trout’s magic.  He was dreaming this.  He stood on the shore for a time, looking around him for signs that he was indeed under a spell, aside from the lopsided bulge in his gut.
 
   The falls roared their usual, and water swirled by him.  The trees were quiet.  A pair of oak leaves lay at his feet.
 
   Dream or not, the bulge was killing him.  He cinched up his face like a mule eating briars, and pushed on the bulge.  That led to some truly fine pain, of a sort Bogg had rarely felt in his life.
 
   He pushed harder, reckoning that it all had to be a dream.  All at once, the point came through the skin of his back.  He reached behind, wishing he were more nimble, and got a grip on the blade.  It was slippery with his blood, but he pinched it as best he could without cutting his fingers.  Then he set his teeth, and wriggled it, trying to pull it loose.
 
   That hurt enough to make his feet numb.  Sparks of red and black danced over the falls and among the trees, but Bogg pulled on, until the Major’s knife popped free.  
 
   He brought it around and looked at it.  Every inch was bloody.  All the strength left his body, and he sat himself on the shore.  The stiletto clattered on the stones.  “Fur-bearing trout,” he muttered, nigh on a curse, and his senses fled.
 
   #
 
   Bogg’s eyes opened again.  The pain was gone.
 
   The air was cool and long shadows drew themselves hest as birds started their day’s singing.  
 
   Morning.  But was it today or tomorrow?  Had he disremembered the past, or slept his way to the future?
 
   His fingers carefully crept around his mid-parts, front and back.  All seemed well.  The hoopsnake bite on his arm and the scratch over his eye didn't trouble him any more, neither.
 
   His shirt lay beside him, and when he picked it up to put it on, the stiletto shook out of it, as bloody as he remembered.  Bogg felt a strange sort of presence, and knew he wasn’t alone.
 
    “Chapman?” he called, but it came out as a weak sort of croak.  He tried to get to his feet, but no, he didn’t have the strength.  It was too soon.  So he sat on the rocks and craned his neck, casting his gaze about him.
 
   Quiet.
 
   Then the slightest sound behind him, of something touching the stone.  It was so soft that when he turned, he judged he’d see that a finch or suchlike had landed there.  Instead, not ten feet away, stood a greenie.
 
   Standing full upright, it matched him eye-to-eye as he sat.  Three feet tall, and green as river moss – except for its eyes, which were blue as the noon sky.  It wore a sort of dress sewn from animal skins – Bogg saw three rabbits, a coneybuck, and a half-dozen squirrels in its clothes – and on its head, a leather band with nuts and twigs, and more strikingly, a coneybuck antler over each green nub of an ear.
 
   It didn’t have its sling drawn.  That eased Bogg’s mind a bit, but no more.  His last meeting with greenies had not been hostile, but it had not been friendly, neither.  His hand went to his sabertooth knife.
 
   “Bogg,” it said.
 
   His hand stopped and his jaw went slack.  “Well, slap my face,” he muttered, “and fry me brown.”
 
   “Bogg.”  It pointed a delicate green finger at him.
 
   Bogg swallowed.  “Indeedy.”
 
   “Ee manu lali.”
 
   He nodded.  “If you say so.”
 
   “Ee.” It gestured to itself.  “Ifiga Ee.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
   After the second night, it was clear to Simon that while he was getting weaker, his captor was getting stronger.  She took his old scabbard off his back and wore it herself so she could sheath Blodleter, while her mace sling stayed on his wrists, keeping his hands bound behind him.
 
   She was stained head to toe with dried blood and dirt.  Her hair was stringy with mud, and her chain mail hung loose from its gash at her shoulder.  But she pushed him onward with an easy confidence, and he spied her wincing, then grinning, as she tested her left arm.
 
   She was regaining some use of it.
 
   Yesterday afternoon, they had spotted a deer drinking at the stream they had been following.  She drew Blodleter and threw it, winging the deer in a hind leg.  For the next hour, she had dragged Simon through the woods in pursuit of it… and finally caught it and finished it off.  With Simon's tinderbox, she lit a fire and stoked it to roaring.  She roasted the deer while Simon watched, tied to a tree.
 
   She had set a slab of burnt venison between his knees and left him to gnaw at it while she cooked the rest.
 
   Today, they had started early and continued downstream toward the coast, following a fast-moving stretch called the Thirty Mile River.  Simon guessed that, once they reached the ocean, she would take him to the nearest town with a harbor.  They would sail for Algolus, and Simon would never see Mira again.
 
   Tears welled in his eyes.  A lump grew in his throat and the muscles in his face strained at holding back sobs.  But he wouldn’t allow himself to cry in front of his captor.
 
   By noon, he had been walking for almost six hours.  His old satchel was now heavy with overcooked deer meat and pulled at his shoulder.  With his hands tied, he couldn't adjust it, and its lopsided weight made his stride waver.  His feet ached with each step.  When she called, “Hold,” he stopped instantly.
 
   “Are we going to rest?”
 
   “Rest,” she said.  “And eat.”
 
   He turned to face her and tried to swallow back his dispair and exhaustion.  She pressed her forearm against his chest and pushed him against a tree.  His head thumped against the bark.
 
   “Perhaps you’ve been biding your time,” she growled, leaning on him.  “Waiting for your moment to strike.  You shall have to keep waiting, for I will not lower my guard.  I’ve dealt with cutthroats and highwaymen of every sort.  I can handle a young hood like you, no matter how clever you are.”
 
   Simon tried to catch his breath after the double shock of being slammed against a tree and being called a hood.  “I beg your pardon?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him, as if trying to make sense of his response.  Then she stepped back.  “Sit down.”
 
   He did, since he could barely stand.  “I’m no hood.”
 
   She secured the straps that held his hands behind him to the tree.  “You are a well-spoken cozener.  You mimic the higher classes like a parrot, but you are no more than a woodland peasant with a penchant for murder.”
 
   He shouldn’t have been hurt by her words, but he leaned against his restraints just the same.  “You don’t know me at all.”
 
   She retrieved a wedge of venison from his satchel and peeled a strip from it.  “I know your sort.  Rare, and not usually dangerous.  But capable of your share of unspeakable crime.”
 
   “Killing your brother was no crime.”
 
   “You’ll find out what a crime it was when we reach Algolus.”  She held the strip out to him.  “Eat.”
 
   He sighed, resisting the indignity, but the faint scent of the day-old roast came to him, and hunger won out.  He plucked the meat from her hand with his teeth and chewed.
 
   She watched him somberly.  “What a cruel mistress fate is.  That someone like you would take the life of someone like him…”
 
   Simon swallowed, and the lump of half-chewed meat moved painfully down his throat.  “You can’t mean that!  Tyrus Jurgen was a killer.  He slew my father in our home!”
 
   Her face turned hard.  “Another hooligan.”
 
   Simon yanked at his restraints.  “A printer!  A scholar, a learned man.  And Tyrus killed him for the contents of our pantry!”
 
   Her lips parted to speak, but she held her words.  She nodded and extended another sliver of venison.  “That explains why you speak so well.”
 
   He took the meat and chewed with ferocity.  
 
   “You are like your father,” she said.  “Aren’t you?”
 
   That struck Simon like a blow to his chest.  He remembered the late nights in the basement, the hours of work with the machines, and the stains of ink on his fingers.  He had been used as an indentured servant, and Oliver Jones had been the harshest of taskmasters.
 
   The forgotten venison sat shapelessly on his tongue.  He swallowed it.
 
   She watched his reaction.  “Or aren’t you?”
 
   “My father protected me.  He died saving my life.”
 
   She smirked.  “From Tyrus?”
 
   “From Tyrus.  Your brother.”  Simon looked her up and down.  “You are very much like him.”
 
   “I see.”  She raised an eyebrow that held flecks of dried blood.  “Is that your effort to turn this discussion to your favor?”
 
   “You are,” he insisted.
 
   She drew in an angry breath.  “My brother was a great man!”
 
   Simon shook his head.  “Exactly like him.”
 
   She stared daggers at him.  “Your meal is over.”  She rose and strode away from him, only to turn back.  “Say what you like.  You are still a murderer who will pay for his crimes.”
 
   Simon sat alone at the tree.
 
   Tyrus Jurgen had murdered his father and seventeen more in the village Simon called home.  And at the same time, Tyrus Jurgen had freed Simon from his father’s printshop and set him on the path to meeting Bogg and Ee.
 
   Simon would never have met them.  Not without Tyrus.
 
   And Simon had pushed Blodleter into his heart.
 
   What did that make Simon?
 
   He tipped his head back, pressing his scalp against the bark, and searched the merciless sky.  Was Bogg dead?  Had Ee abandoned him and returned to the vivets?  He had never felt so alone.
 
   Bogg had to be alive!  Out there, searching for Simon at this moment.  Because otherwise, Simon was truly lost.
 
   How could Bogg ever find him?
 
   “Bogg!” Simon yelled.  Bogg might be close.  He might be in earshot.
 
   Simon drew in a breath and screamed Bogg’s name, drawing it out and letting the forest swallow the sound.  Hopelessness welled up inside him with the effort, and his voice broke as tears began to flow.
 
   Jurgen cupped her hands over her ears.  “Really? Will that bring him?”  She strode over to Simon and knelt before him, eye to eye.  “I left your traitorous friend in the river with a very expensive stiletto in him.”  She shook her head.  “I’m sorry, but your friend is dead.”
 
   She stood.  “We’ll be moving out soon.  You’ll be more comfortable if you conserve your strength.”
 
   Simon couldn’t stand to look at her for another second.  He turned away from her, twisting his body to stare sightlessly at the ground beside the tree.  He waited, motionless, until he heard his captor walk away.  His eyes dwelled on the damp earth between two twisted roots, and the leaves that had been pressed into the misshapen mud.  
 
   He snapped to awareness as he noticed the outline of the depression.  It had a particular shape, a familiar shape… and recognition flowed through him like liquid fire, making his heart pound.  It was a footprint, twice the length of a normal man’s, and pressed in with great weight.  Simon searched the forest floor, but found no others.  
 
    The wild man.
 
   He had been here.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
   Bogg stared at the greenie, his jaw working back and forth.
 
   “Sahman Dose,” it said.
 
   Realization began to dawn on him that he had seen this critter before, last year, running around with the pup.  Ee, he had called it, and he seemed sure it was a girl, though Bogg weren’t so sure.  Likely as not, Bogg decided.
 
   “Sahman Dose,” she insisted.
 
   “Simon Jones,” Bogg agreed.
 
   She seemed to like that.  She did a little turn and skipped away to the trees, paused and looked back to watch him.
 
   Bogg scowled at her.  What she wanted was clear enough – he was supposed to follow.  But Bogg couldn’t countenance wandering after a greenie into the woods.  After all, he had his own purpose, and that was to track down the lady who had snatched the pup from him.  He picked up the bloody stiletto she had planted in his gut.
 
   It was a lodestone, Bogg knew.  He wasn’t sure how it worked, but he reckoned he could get it to lead him in the right direction if he tried long enough.
 
   So he had no time for greenies.
 
   He turned his back on her and started up the boulders at the edge of the falls, in the direction the Major had gone.
 
   “Tlal!” she called.
 
   “Stuff it!”  Bogg didn’t look back.  If he kept up his pace, he might catch the Major before–
 
   A jabbing pain in his gut shook up his thoughts.  Had the greenie hit him from behind?
 
   No.  He probed his middle.  It was leftovers from the stabbing.  He weren’t fully healed, not yet.  No matter.  He started up the next boulder, and the jab in his guts took on more of a wrenching feel, and that stopped him.
 
   He grunted.  He judged he could push on, crippled as he was… but he’d better be more fit than this when he met the Major, or he’d wind up with something sharp poked through him again.  The very thought took the wind out of his sails.
 
   “Tlal!”  
 
   Bogg sighed and climbed back down.  The greenie waited for him.  When he reached the flat rocks at the river’s edge, she waded in like a heron, plucked up four pebbles between the tips of her fingers, and sloshed out again.  She set a pebble at Bogg’s feet and pointed at it.  “Bogg.”
 
   Bogg frowned.
 
   She set a second pebble by the first and pointed again.  “Ee.”
 
   Bogg sat on the stone and considered the pebbles, jutting his jaw forward.  There was a chance, he reckoned, that this could be good.
 
   Ee placed two more pebbles on the ground beyond Bogg’s knee.  She pointed at one.  “Sahman Dose.”  Then the other.  “Samash wren.”
 
   Bogg nodded.  “The pup and the Major.”
 
   Ee picked up the pebbles for Bogg and herself and scooted them off to the side, away from the other two.
 
   Bogg shook his head.  “That don’t suit me at all.”
 
   Ee kept the pebbles in her little green fingers.  “Wo men fabi bo vivoo.”  The pebbles scooted back toward the other two, until all four were set together.
 
   “That, I like,” Bogg said.
 
   The greenie waved her fingers over the four pebbles, then pulled three of them away, leaving the Major's pebble sitting all alone.
 
   “We snatch the pup away?”  Bogg felt his eyebrows climb up.  “A heist.  I like it.”
 
   Ee nodded.  She skipped into the water again and pulled up a stone with both hands, as big as her round green head.  “Vivoo, mamoo, grolock lo wren.  Sloros!  Humu lalbi?”  
 
   Bogg squinted.  “I didn’t savvy that.”
 
   Ee hefted the stone high as she could and crashed it down on the lone pebble.
 
   Bogg guffawed and rolled backward, lying on his back and roaring up at the sky.  “Oh, that suits me fine!”  He got a hold of himself and sat up, catching his breath, his guts throbbing something awful.  “Okay… okay, greenie.  You win.  Lead the way.”
 
   #
 
   Lis crossed with her charge through miles of Miran forest, then broad wild golden plains of summer grass, then more forests of twisted oak.  They weaved between the gnarled boles and ducked under heavy branches, and now and then, when the wind was right, she could smell salt on the air.
 
   The ocean was close.
 
   Her left arm was nearly useless, but the bleeding had stopped days ago and the pain was manageable.  There was no sign of corruption in the wound, and that was typical of Blodleter’s power to cut so cleanly.  
 
   Her blue tunic was so stained and torn that she had balled it up and tossed it into some brush.  Her slashed byrnie hung loose and heavy at her shoulder.  It continued to shed iron links, until she finally pulled that off too.  She dropped it and marched on, but her eyes lingered on that pile of chain mail.  It had been her favorite, and lying there, it would rust to brown powder and vanish within a year.
 
   But she didn't miss its weight.  Blodleter was her only encumbrance, and she soon got used to the pull of its straps against her gambeson.
 
   If she could reach the coast alive, and follow it to a settlement, she could charter passage to Algolus, or at least send word.  Then all this would be over.  Her brother would be avenged.  Her honor and place in the Royal Guard would be secured.
 
   She could hear the stories they would tell, even now.  The duchess who had crossed the sea.  The duchess who had pursued justice for her family even unto the accursed land of Mira.  Was there no distance she would not travel?  Was there no risk she would not take in pursuit of honor?  Was there no criminal who could escape her?
 
   A few yards ahead, the boy marched unsteadily.  He stumbled on an oak root, caught himself, and marched on.  He balanced well enough with his hands bound, but in the last two days, something in him had changed, throwing off his step.  His eyes roved constantly, like a madman’s, seeking something distant and invisible – left and right, far ahead and far behind, gazing past her as if she were not even there.
 
   And the ground, always searching the ground.  She wondered if he had lost some priceless trinket… but his searching went on as they marched mile after mile.
 
   “What do you seek?” she asked.
 
   Jones stumbled on, searching.  “He is here,” he muttered.  “But why?  Why now?”
 
   “Who?” Lis asked.
 
   He did not reply.
 
   His wits could be addled, she knew, either by the journey, or by the everpresent guilt he could no longer choose to forget, or by the terror of the noose.  Lis had seen all three in her various prisoners over the years.
 
   She suspected the third.  What must it be like to face death as a young boy?
 
   Her boot snagged on a curve of root from the monstrous oak to her left, sending a jolt of pain up her ankle.  She felt another jolt with each step thereafter.
 
   Of all the criminals she had collared, Simon Jones was the youngest.  And she was sending him to the gallows – no point in hiding from that truth.  It was a tragedy, of course.  Lis had sought to capture Simon Jones.  Now that she had done that, she had no reason to look forward to his bitter end, no matter how justice might demand that end.  
 
   Her ankle throbbed.
 
   He would die because of her.  She was sending this boy to his grave.
 
   No, she was merely the vessel of justice.  He was sending himself.  He had murdered her brother.  He had taken Tyrus Jurgen out of this world.
 
   She felt the weight of the sword on her back, in its poorly made sling.  It pressed on her, creating an ache that somehow settled into her heart.
 
   She wondered bitterly about the stories they would tell.  The duchess who avenged the bully Tyrus Jurgen.  The duchess who was as dangerous as her brother.  Was there no violence she would not overlook?  Was there no sacrifice she would not make to preserve her station?  Was there no child she would not pursue?
 
   #
 
   The pup’s greenie friend led Bogg on a merry chase inland, over uneasy ground and uphill.  Time enough, they were into the far and snakey woods.  The land weren’t totally outside Bogg’s knowance, but it surely was a rare thing for folks to wander this way.  
 
   Unless they were three feet tall and green, he reckoned.  Lucky it was summer.  That made the going only hard, instead of nigh impossible.
 
   That night, Bogg didn’t bother with whittling up a lean-to with his fang dagger.  He jest made himself a little twig-fire in the dark and snacked on a few pine needles.  As he waited for sleep to take him, he turned the Major’s silver knife his dirty fingers, wondering if he could make it point to where she and the pup lay tonight.  He rubbed the flat of the blade with his thumb, and some of his dried blood came off.  The clean spot caught the firelight.
 
   It weren’t no matter.  He had taken up trusting greenies, and reckoned he’d wait to see where Ee took him, at least for now.  He needed to see the Major on the far side of his fang dagger.  If the greenies didn’t make that happen soon enough, well, he’d leave them and boom along on his own.
 
   Next morn, he woke to peculiar birdsong, opened his eyes, and found Ee on a branch over him, calling him awake.  He stuck his tongue in his toothhole and sat up.
 
   His guts felt better this morning.  He rose and followed the greenie when she appeared to him, and the day passed much like the one before.  They climbed higher, and it became clear to him that their course would take them up the side of Desperation Peak.  He spent that night on a slope so steep that he slept with his back against a tree to keep from rolling.
 
   Over the third day, Bogg's impatience fired anew.  Generally, when trekking, Bogg cleaved to the clearest route.  But now, Ee started appearing more often, coaxing him away from the easiest and most obvious paths.  He stomped through bushes, crawled over boulders, and pushed between close-knit trees to keep up.  He was being led along a course no human would be simple-minded enough to take, and by twilight, it had set his mood on edge.
 
   That was when they arrived.
 
   Halfway up Desperation Peak, on a steep stretch where the trees were thick as pig bristles, he came upon a pair of great granite slabs, with a ring of trees clear around, hiding them.  Bogg weren’t quite sure how he knew this was the place.  The air, maybe.  It was darkening and cool and seemed positively full of greenies, though he couldn’t see any.  Maybe he could smell them.
 
   Ee flitted about, gathering twigs and bark from a leaning deadfall and piling them on the granite.  She dragged a stubby log beside them and set a handful of dry moss on it.  Bogg reckoned Ee was setting up a fire – not a hidden pit with an airway, the remnants of which he'd found now and then in the Green Man Forest, but a roaster on bare rock.  He judged the moss was tinder, but the critter didn’t have any flint.
 
   He stepped closer and watched.  Ee balanced a sturdy, well-worn stick on the log, clapped it between green palms, and spun it.
 
   His jaw worked back and forth.  Unless this was some powerful greenie magic, there would be no fire anytime soon.  Ee kept spinning that stick.  Bogg got to where he couldn't bear to watch, and felt around for his own flint…
 
   The log started smoking.  Fragile curls of gray rose and circled the stick.  Bogg stared.  Ee kept at it.
 
   The moss caught, and let out a soft orange light.  Ee set the twig pile on it and murmured a little song to it, helping it along.
 
   “That’s the outdoingest thing I’ve seen today.”  Bogg reckoned he’d have to try it sometime.
 
   The fire rose up, dancing and crackly, and threw light into the trees.  That’s when Bogg spotted a second greenie, dressed in deerskin, perched on the edge of the granite slab.  It had been there in the shadows all along.  It was an oddling among them, Bogg was sure – pale as unripe corn, practically yellow ruther than green, and eyes nearly white, except for black pupils that stared at Bogg with a cold hate.
 
   Bogg stared back, matching its scowl.  The critter was skinny and angular, and Bogg studied that it might be old… even for a greenie, though he had no clear idea of what that might mean.  
 
   “Humu lal oko wren,” it said.  “Nok-toth!”
 
   “Wo fabi bo,” Ee said back, and they palavered a bit.
 
   By and by, the yellow greenie hollered out a song.  It was plenty loud, and it seemed to call out life in the trees.  Greenies appeared in the branches – Bogg’s eye barely caught them in the firelight.
 
   Ee set more bark onto the burning log, and over the next hour, more and more greenies appeared.  Bogg tried counting, but got himself tangled in the numbers, on account of how the critters came and went like squirrels, and the light didn’t exactly set them off clearly.
 
   Time enough, the late-night stars came out, the fire had a circle of ash around it, and the trees were filled.  The greenies settled into a sort of audience, watching Ee and the yellow feller.  Bogg turned a slow circle, his jaw hanging open and his mouth drying out.  No one had ever seen so many of the things in one place.
 
   “Tlal,” the yellow feller called out.
 
   “Tlal,” came the response from a hundred singing voices.
 
   Bogg swallowed and let out an uneasy breath.  He glanced up at the stars, just for the reassurance of a familiar sight, and saw the patterns typical of midnight.
 
   The yellow feller started up his song again, pointing a finger at Bogg.  Bogg couldn’t suss out the words, of course, though he knew he was being talked about.  All he could do was stand there, feeling about as comfortable as a worm on a fishhook.
 
   He wished the pup was here.  Then he would at least know what the yellow feller was saying.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
   <This late at night, few of the trees were awake, and they gave little response to the great numbers of vivets in their branches.  The vivets shone with anticipation, and Vivet Ee of the Morning Forest wondered why.  It was Ee who had asked Vivet Weaver of the Library of Charms to call this meeting, and rather than show reluctance, the Weaver had gladly agreed.  If the Weaver had some other purpose in mind, Ee did not know it.>
 
   <The Weaver sang with a power no vivet could ignore.  “We gather.  Vivet Ee of the Morning Forest has called for us to gather, and I add my voice to Ee’s voice.  We have much to discuss.  A human is with us as well.”  The Weaver paused, and the vivets pulsed with indignation.  “Although it is not our way to have a human so close to us, or to have a human witness our gathering, or to have a human know the location of the Library of Charms… Ee has chosen to bring the human to us.”  The vivets glowed hotter and angrier.  The Weaver’s head lowered.  “Vivet Ee will now tell us why this has been done.”>
 
   <Fingers trembling, Ee began to sing.  “This is no typical human.  This is the Hairy One, the companion of the Little One, and all of you have heard stories of them.  Last year, they avenged Vivet Ahm of the Morning Forest.  They are friends of the vivets.”>
 
   <The crowd glowered, uncertain, but still angry.  Ee pressed on, singing, “And some of you know more than this.  You know that the Little One has seen the wild man, and has been given the gift of our speech.  The Little One has created a necklace and has a history.  The Little One is as close to us as any human could be.”  Ee stopped to listen and watch, but the vivets did not react.  They only waited for more, so Ee continued.  “Now the Little One is in danger.  An Outlander, a metal-wearer, has captured the little human.  This metal-wearer is powerful and dangerous, and intends harm.  As the Little One helped us, so we should help it.”>
 
   <The Weaver’s head remained bowed respectfully, listening to Ee’s song.  Ee and the vivets waited silently until the Weaver’s song rose in response.  “I have served as Weaver for many years.  I hear the stories that become our history.  I remember when the first humans appeared on the beach, wet and lost, in their broken vessels they made from the trees.  How funny they were!  How loud, and hot, and gigantic they were.”  The Weaver gestured to Bogg, and the vivets tittered and many looked askance, nudging each other and sparkling with amusement.  Ee could see Bogg’s face grow warmer, but Bogg did not move or speak, and Ee was grateful for that.>
 
   <The Weaver sang, “Who among you would have guessed that a human would someday stand here?  Who among you would have guessed that a vivet would one day call for us to battle on their behalf?  Who among you can guess what we shall do next year, and next year, and next, if we heed Ee’s request?  What tradition will we abandon?  What sacrifice will we make?  No.  Instead, let us use this gathering to choose action that will stop the humans from further mixing with us, and let us begin with answering the question:  What shall we do with Vivet Ee of the Morning Forest?”>
 
   <Ee’s skin shone with horror.  Betrayed!  “Ahm was one of us!  If we dishonor Ahm’s avengers, do we not dishonor Ahm?  What of Ahm’s memory?  Shall we take Ahm’s necklace from the Library?”>
 
   <“Ahm is dead, killed by humans,” sang the Weaver.  “And all these humans did was kill their own kind – that is your vengeance.  Your affection for them is disrespect for us.”  The Weaver lifted yellow arms to the trees.  “Exile!  Let Ee join the humans.  If they are worthy, they will welcome Ee among them.”  The vivets tittered and swayed in the branches.  The Weaver pointed to Bogg.  “And as for the Hairy One, who stands there, glowing in quiet mockery of us, I say… the Library always has need of teeth.”>
 
   <Ee’s thoughts sang wildly, panicking, out of control.  Bogg still did not move.  Ee wondered if the Hairy One would fight if it understood the danger it was in.  But then, Ee had not sung all there was to sing.  Not yet.  “Vivet Weaver of the Library of Charms has sung songs of history.  He remembers the arrival of the humans to our shores.  But the Weaver does not know all history.  The record of the vivets' arrival on Mira is lost to us, but must reside in the memory of the wild man.”  Ee’s arms raised and gestured to the crowd.  “The Weaver has accused the Little One and the Hairy One of killing their own people.  But the settlers of old, who arrived in the Weaver’s time, are not like the metal-wearers any more.  Mira has changed them.”>
 
   <Pulses of uncertainty shimmered through the trees as the vivets considered Ee’s words.  “We must not lose this distinction.  Because it was the metal-wearers who killed Ahm.  The metal-wearers have stolen the Little One.  The settlers are different from us, but they are not our enemies.”>
 
   <“They are all Outlanders!” the Weaver called.>
 
   <Ee paid no attention.  “Not our enemies... no more than we are the enemies of the wild man.  If we abandon the settlers to the metal-wearers, the metal-wearers will come for us next.”>
 
   <The vivets remained silent and their shine gradually faded.  Slowly, the Weaver’s voice lifted in song.  “You sing of pitting the Outlanders against each other?”>
 
   <Ee hesitated.  “For now.  We aid the settlers in their struggle against the metal-wearers.  We rescue the Little One.”>
 
   <The Weaver’s voice was soft and thoughtful.  “And in time, if we do well, the Outlanders will turn their weapons against each other rather than against us.”  The Weaver’s gaze fell upon Ee.  “But this metal-wearer has defeated our warriors already.  What forces can we marshal against such a monster?”>
 
   <Ee let out a sigh of relief.  “I will pursue my own plan.  From you, I only need a squad of elk riders.">
 
   <"To crush the metal-wearer...">
 
   <"And free the Little One.">
 
   <"Perhaps.">
 
   <"And one more thing, to be certain.">
 
   <"And what is that, Vivet Ee of the Morning Forest?">
 
   <"An attack from the air.”>
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
   By jings, how Bogg had squirmed during that meeting.  He couldn’t savvy the greenie talky-talk, but sure followed when the yellow critter carried on about him.  And he studied well enough how Ee delivered the old yellow feller’s own chirpy palaver right back to him.  There were moments there when Bogg was positively in a sweat to slip away, or he reckoned he’d have a hundred angry greenies in his lap, or else firing gold slingstones at him.
 
   But at the end of it all, he was still standing, alive and all of one piece.  The crowd had melted away into the darkness.
 
   Indeedy, after the meeting, three greenies came close to the fire and brought him a bait of vittles – jerky of various types and a few egg-sized wild onions and potatoes.  After a few days of poor eating, that truck didn’t last long.  And once Bogg had put it all away, the greenies brought him some more.
 
   He found himself wishing he had something he could give in return.  But he had nothing he would dare part with, except his hat (and nobody would want that) and the stiletto…
 
   The Major’s silvery knife.  The last of that jerky suddenly tasted bitter as rotten straw.  Why was he here stuffing his face when he should be tearing after the pup?  
 
   He sighed.  One, because he was hungry.  Two, because it was well past midnight, and he needed some sleep.
 
   Settled, then.  The greenies had taken too long with their palaver, and Bogg was getting lazy, so he’d slip away in the morning.
 
   #
 
   Bogg roused himself before dawn and rubbed gunk from his eyes.  His back complained something awful, which he reckoned he deserved for sleeping on granite.  He crept away from the smoldering fire and into the woods, and marched on for a quarter mile.  Once he felt confident that he was out of range of last night’s hullaballoo, he sat himself on a fallen log and drew the Major’s stiletto.
 
   He set it in the flat of his palm, as he had seen the Major do, and tried to remember her words.  “Hey there, little feller…”  No, that most certainly was not it.  He dragged his free hand down over his beard, trying to recollect.
 
   Now he had it.  “Awake, sleeping blade,” he said.  The steel brightened with a shimmer that fought through all the dried blood.  Bogg grinned.  “And seek out your brother.”
 
   The stiletto glowed brighter and seemed to get the fidges, making Bogg’s palm tickle.  It spun, slow as a wagon wheel, and pointed due eost.  He grinned and closed his fingers over his new lodestone.  “That works for me.”
 
   Ee appeared at the end of the fallen log he sat on, and Bogg nearly jumped out of his skin.  “Jupiter Pluvius!  What are you sneaking about for?”
 
   The critter stared at him coldly, eyes almost blue in the mornglom.  He could, he judged, ask himself that question.  He put the stiletto away.  “I’m through, little greenie.  You go on and do your own thing.  I’ll leave you to it and git the pup my own self.”
 
   “Sahman Dose,” Ee said.
 
   “That’s the idea!” Bogg snapped.  “But time’s a wasting, and you greenies are all gurgle and no gut.”
 
   Ee stepped back from him on little green bare feet, and made a come closer gesture with both hands.  “Sahman Dose.”
 
   Bogg waved her away.  “Aw, kill your own snakes!”
 
   Ee reached into her tunic and pulled out a tuft of hair, twisted into a loop.
 
   Bogg’s eyebrows climbed up.  The hair was red-brown and long, too long to be from a red rhino.  Shorter hairs, gray and woolly, seemed to be woven in amongst the red.  Bogg recognized the nature of that hair, and memories came back so strong that he imagined he could smell the stink even now.
 
   Ee held the hair of a four-legged hill.
 
   “Sahman Dose,” the little critter insisted.
 
   “Well.”  Bogg cleared his throat.  “When you put it that way.”
 
   #
 
   Bogg and Ee set off alone, circling around Desperation Peak and keeping their altitude, until they reached the eost slope nigh opposite Settler’s Pass.  The going was ruther easy and comfortable, since they didn’t climb any, nor go downslope neither.  Bogg had a fine time of it, trekking along, nodding pleasantly when Ee appeared now and then to guide him, and otherwise daydreaming about a cavalry of four-legged hills riding straight down that slope and onto the Major.
 
   They were right at the treeline, with big mountain pines to the left and grassy slopes dropping away to the right.  White summer clouds boomed along low near the horizon.  He and his guide came to the mountain’s broad shoulder, and the land flattened out to grassy plains that seemed to stretch all the way to those clouds.  Miles and miles of nothing but miles and miles.
 
   Without trees to hide in, Ee came down into the open and skipped through the grass like a bunny.  The breeze brought a particular stench to Bogg, fresher than the twist of hair Ee had showed him, but just as nasty.  He wrinkled his nose.  “That’s more like it.”
 
   By late afternoon, the grass began to look the worse for wear – trampled, if not tore out by the roots.  Bogg sidestepped dark holes and deep, round prints with grass mashed flat at the bottom.  He followed Ee over a gently sloping rise, and a herd of four-legged hills came into view.
 
   He crouched behind a taller clump of grass and counted an even dozen of the critters, all reddish brown, but darker and earthier than the hair of red rhinos.  Most carried the bulk of, Bogg judged, a two-story log cabin.  He grinned – a herd of brown houses, shuffling and trumpeting along and tearing up grass.
 
   One stood above the rest, and that had to be the mother-boss of the group.  Bogg thought he could pick out her sound among the rest, and that was a deep and angry rumble he could almost feel in his chest.  Her tusks curved low to the ground, their undersides stained muddy, then curved up again, then finally inward, ending in white points ten feet before her eyes.  Her trunk, thick as a man’s middle, probed at the grass and ripped bundles of it out now and then, curling and stuffing it into her dark slash of a mouth.
 
   It was the trunk, more than any other part of the critter, that made Bogg feel most dauncy.  When you rode on that shoulder hump, already high enough to give you the fan-tods, you never knew what moment that trunk would pluck you off and toss you.  Bogg had known well enough in his head that he was destined for a ride on a four-legged hill, but it seemed that his stomach had been ignorant of this plan up until this moment, and now it had set up a power of fidgety complaining.  He swallowed hard and wished it would settle down.
 
   The trumpeting from one of the others had a strange sound to it, a sound that turned his thoughts to the pup, and to the Starry Mountains, and to the Hestern Sea.  Bogg knew that sound, and he searched over the twelve hills until he found one smaller than the others, with only one tusk.
 
   “Godzooks!” he muttered to Ee.  “That’s Hummock.”
 
   Bogg remembered when the pup had thundered out of the woods on Hummock at Spying Scarp last year, bearing down on Tyrus Jurgen and his band of bastards.  Hummock had laid down the hickory oil on those boys, mashing one of them to ackempucky, until Tyrus had taken off a tusk with that damn sword.  
 
   Hummock had grown since Bogg had seen her last.  Her fur had turned a shade darker, giving her more of a shadowy look.  Her good tusk was longer and no less dangersome, and her stump had grown and was rounded on its end.
 
   Bogg grinned.  If Hummock was in this herd, it might be possible for Ee to bring mama-boss around to his side, and ride the entire herd after the Major…
 
   Bogg noticed that he couldn’t smell the herd any more.  The wind had shifted.
 
   He barely had a moment to get jumpy before the tone of mama-boss’s rumbling turned lower and meaner.  She already had his scent, and Bogg peeped at her through stalks of grass as she glared his way and started closing the distance between them.
 
   “Well, that’s unfortunate,” he muttered to Ee.  But Ee was gone.
 
   Slippery little no-good greenie.  Bogg raced though options in his head.  The best way to view four-legged hills was looking down on them from a sizeable cliff or suchlike landmark, but here he was, already on mama-boss’s level.  Hiding was out, since they could smell him.  Fighting was – well, that would just be funny.
 
   For about three seconds.
 
   Running was out, unless he didn’t come up with something else.
 
   The rest of the twelve had his scent too, now, and they turned after their leader, lumbering his way.  Bogg scratched at his beard, anxious for a strategy.
 
   Running came back to him again, and rather than set it aside, he jumped up and bolted away, hopping over the pits left by uprooted grass.
 
   A power of angry roaring came up behind him, as they had their suspicions confirmed.  Bogg didn’t look back.  He honestly had no notion of how fast four-legged hills were in an open chase.  He decided not to think about it now, but instead willed his legs to move quicker.
 
   His legs, his legs, they’d been born tired and raised lazy and would be the death of him yet.  He sucked air and poured on the speed as best he could.  Clear across the shoulder of the mountain, he could see the cover of the treeline, and judged that at this pace he might reach it…
 
   Tomorrow.  The day after that.  Never.
 
   The racket behind him was equal parts hollering monsters and thundering abused earth.  The trampling being laid on the ground behind him matched what Bogg was in for, unless his damn legs shaped up and took their jobs seriously.  His arms pumped, reaching for those trees.
 
   Then the twelve hills sounded more like eight.  Maybe some had peeled off.  Maybe Bogg was wearing them down.
 
   His legs tried to let up, jest on the possibility.  He willed himself faster, and kept at it as eight hills began to sound more like four.
 
   Bogg’s heart felt lighter at the thought.  But it also felt like it might explode at any moment.  He ran on, preferring to die of an exploded heart than to be mashed flat.
 
   Then he was sure that only one hill was left, thundering right behind him, close enough that its tusky shadow came up alongside.  Funny thing was, there was only one tusk.
 
   A trumpeting came from behind – piercing, it was so close.  And it had that familiar tone.  Bogg risked a glance over his shoulder and saw Hummock, alone, the other hills wandering a half-mile back, preoccupied by the grass.  And the speck of green on Hummock’s head was none other than Ee.
 
   He slowed to a stop, which took some doing.  Hummock stopped behind him.  He had no wind in him to complain with, so he jest scowled at Ee as he huffed in hopeless pursuit of his breath, hunched over with this hands on his knees.
 
   Finally he could speak.  “Is that where you snuck off to?”
 
   Ee gazed silently down at him from her hairy perch, six feet over his head.  
 
   “Just Hummock?  No more?”
 
   Ee didn’t reply.  The other four-legged hills took no notice of him any longer, and didn’t seem to mind their daughter having left the herd.
 
   It made sense, in a way.  Hummock knew humans already.  “Hello again, girl,” Bogg said.
 
   Her trunk reached out for him, tapping him about the chest and shoulders, feeling if he was real.  Wet, stinking breaths puffed from the twin nostrils in the tip.  Bogg took it and gave it a friendly shake.  “Maybe I missed you too.  Maybe.”
 
   It would be a treat, Bogg studied, to reunite the pup with his faithful steed.  The moment right before that, when Hummock squashed the Major into a puddle of stew, would be an even bigger treat.  Bogg chuckled and stuck his tongue in his toothhole.
 
   “Sahman Dose,” Ee said.
 
   “Cleave to me,” he told them, and started eost and downhill, along the path the Major’s pigsticker had shown to him early that morning, which had never been far from his mind.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
   Since the footprint, Simon had seen no trace of the wild man.
 
   His captor had led him away from Thirty Mile River three days ago, and since then they had been crossing the Slumbering Hills, always bearing eost on a path to the sea.  The smell of salt in the air had been too strong to deny yesterday, and this morning, as they marched through sparse forests of birch and maple, he heard the quiet, hissing breaths of the surf.
 
   “We’ve made it,” Jurgen said softly, as if she feared she would break the spell if she spoke too loudly.  Her wool gambeson had once been white, but now it was brown with dried blood and fraying at her left shoulder, where Blodleter had slashed her.  The sword itself remained on her back, its hilt and golden pommel ever-visible behind her ear.
 
   Simon stumbled out from among the trees onto a stretch of wild grass.  No more than a hundred yards away, the grass stopped at a cliff, a sheer drop to the sea.  The horizon was a perfectly straight blue line, ocean against morning sky.
 
   “The sea,” Jurgen said.  “So beautiful.  I never thought I’d be so happy to see it.  Where are we?”  
 
   Simon craned his neck, looking for the outline of Mutiny Island on the horizon, but he couldn’t find it.  It was probably too far to the sept.  The cliffs here were jagged and uneven – the sea had carved miniature bays in some places and left jutting peninsulas in others.  He could hear the surf crashing against the cliffs below.  At a small inlet, a crashing wave threw a blast of spray up the cliff side and into the air.  It fell as a mist of tiny drops.  That was enough for him to guess where he was.  “These are the Rainy Cliffs.”
 
   “Descriptive.  Which way to the nearest harbor?”
 
   Simon had a passing impulse to lie, but was too exhausted to make a decent effort.  “To the aust,” he said, nodding to his right.  “The mouth of Muddy River.  Sheep Camp is a mile inland.”
 
   Jurgen smiled.  “Sheep Camp?  Surely a center of trade with a bustling harbor.”  Her smile fell.  “Try again.”
 
   Simon felt his shoulders slump.  He turned sept.  “That way lies New Celador.”
 
   Jurgen nodded.  “I like the sound of that.  With such a proper Algolan name, it’s worth a try.  March on.  Stay near the trees.”
 
   “It’s easier going on the grass.”
 
   “I like the cover.  And I won’t have you casting yourself into the sea.”
 
   Simon considered the option as he marched.  With his arms bound behind him and his body weighted with a satchel stuffed with deer meat – charred dry and black over several campfires to slow its spoiling – he would drown in a minute or two.  Would that be better or worse than hanging?  The question made him stagger almost to a stop.  No, he decided.  He wouldn’t kill himself.  The death of Tyrus Jurgen was on his conscience… whatever that meant.  If justice had a claim on him, so be it.  He would die facing his fate, rather than escaping it.  He picked up his pace.
 
   Fine thoughts.  He was just choosing death tomorrow rather than death today.
 
   Where could the wild man possibly be?
 
   Step after grueling step, Simon listened to the breathing of the surf and the gentle chirps of birds in the birches, and tried to enjoy the last of his time on Mira.
 
   The birds sounded strange.
 
   Almost as if they were speaking.
 
   He glanced into the woods and spotted a deer far off among the trees.  No… it was an elk, large and fine.  He spotted another, and another…
 
   And they all broke into a run.  The vivet riding each one called out a war cry – an earsplitting string of hoots.
 
   He felt Jurgen grip his shoulder.  “That noise!  Those aren’t argopelters.”  She dragged him to a sturdy maple tree and pressed him against the trunk.
 
   The golden slingstones came next, a buzzing volley over their heads that shattered branches and rained leaves and twigs down on them.
 
   Simon peeked past the maple’s bark.  He counted eight elk, each with a vivet on its back, armed with a sling.  A squad of warriors.  But not even scouts would venture so close to the coast.
 
   Ee.  She had to be here!  Maybe Simon’s fate wasn’t sealed yet.  Hope welled up in him so powerfully that he had to lean against the maple to steady himself.  He closed his eyes, feeling the bark on his cheek.
 
   “Fie!” Jurgen pulled the satchel off him and tossed it aside so she could crouch low over him.  Her voice hissed in his ear.  “A pox on these vivets!  Hell gnaw their bones.  They seem unwilling to give you up.”
 
   With her weak left arm pressing his head to the trunk, she leaned back and drew Blodleter with her right.  A ball of gold tore a gouge through the maple, missing her head by a few inches.  The impact made the tree shiver and dusted them with splinters.
 
   The maple wasn’t enough cover for both of them, and she pressed herself against him, trying to stay low.  “Call them off,” she ordered.
 
   A giggle escaped Simon before he could stop it.
 
   Jurgen pressed Blodleter against his ear.  “Do it.”
 
   He filled his lungs and hooted an attack cry of his own, in a tone that would blend with the others.
 
   Jurgen clamped her hand on his mouth, muffling him.  “That’s not what I mean.”
 
   Simon spoke into her fingers.  “They’re going to kill you.”
 
   “I’ve faced worse than them.”  She pressed Blodleter’s blade painfully under his earlobe.  “You’ve not faced worse than this.”
 
   A new sound echoed from the forests and cliffs, an animal cry that was no bird and no vivet.  Jurgen sank lower against him, her eyes darting, seeking the next threat.
 
   For Simon, the sound unlocked memories.  He had followed that trumpeting roar into battle,  then across Mira to the Hestern Sea.
 
   He struggled against Jurgen, desperate to get free enough to look around.  She let him, as she searched the distance herself.  Opposite the woods and the elk riders, out on the grass near the sea, lumbered an immense brown shape, like a roving hill… 
 
   “Hummock!” Simon cried.
 
   She had grown a few feet taller, her remaining tusk sharper, her fur a shade darker, blowing in the ocean’s breeze.  And on her back, boldly green against her auburn hump, sat Ee.
 
   And behind Ee, dwarfing her, sat Bogg, looking uncomfortable up there, but very much alive.
 
   Simon laughed.  He was so overjoyed that he lost himself, and couldn’t form words.
 
   Jurgen didn’t speak either.  She just stared at Hummock in horror.
 
   Bogg had words.  “Major!  Me and these greenies and this four-legged hill have come here to grind you down.”
 
   Ee guided Hummock to Simon's side of the maple tree, pausing ten yards away, and called the elk riders to hold their fire.  Jurgen was trapped with him, the elk riders spreading out in the woods behind them, Hummock standing in the clearing before her.
 
   “Let the pup go,” Bogg demanded, “and maybe we’ll grind a little less.”
 
   She didn’t reply.  
 
   “It’s over,” Simon said gently.
 
   She glared at him, and her left hand stole to the amulet she wore around her neck.  She clutched the transparent stone, slightly violet, between her thumb and forefinger.  “Is it over?” she whispered, mocking.  She cast her gaze about her, as if pondering a strategy.
 
   Her eyes locked onto something in the woods, and her eyes went wide with wonder.  Her face softened, and she grinned.  “Is it truly?”  She released the stone at her neck.
 
   What was she looking at?  Simon followed her gaze, wondering what could be out there besides trees and elk riders.
 
   A rough statue, humanlike but featureless, stood unmoving in the woods.  It was covered with mud and twigs and leaves of birch and maple, and stood so perfectly still that Simon wasn’t surprised that he’d missed it before.  He wondered who could have left it there, and why Lisandra Jurgen seemed to recognize it. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 33
 
   Against all odds, Lisandra had reached the coast.  She would not let a few vivets stop her now.
 
   After all, she had fought them before, when she had to wade through ouroboros serpents to get to them, and she had withstood all they could deliver.  She had almost captured one.
 
   If Jones refused to call them off, fine.  She could strike them down with Blodleter, one by one, if she had to.  Then Lis had turned and seen Mr. Bogg, returned from the dead, riding a monster...
 
   All bulk and earth-colored hair, crushing feet, a slashing white curving horn, and a writhing, muscled tentacle that was the stuff of nightmares.  She had lost her senses at the sight of it.  A four-legged hill, Mr. Bogg had called it, and yes, it was as if a mass of landscape had come to beastly, trampling life.
 
   Bogg.  The sight of him atop the creature, with yet another vivet, had filled her with an indignation that overpowered her terror.  Bogg, the lout.  Bogg, the traitor.  Bogg, the barbarian.
 
   Lis had thought of the crystal around her neck.  Let Simon Jones send all of his beasts against her – it wouldn’t matter, because she had a monster of her own.
 
   If it came to that.  And it nearly had.
 
   But then the golem appeared.
 
   Lis stared at it.  How could it be tracking her?  Or was it following Bogg?  In either case, how could it cover such ground?  
 
   There was no time to think.  Only to act.
 
   Lis shifted Blodleter to her weak arm and grabbed Jones’s the old mace sling binding Jones's arms with her right.  “Get up!”  She dragged him, stumbling, straight to the muddy homunculus and crouched beside it, putting it between herself and the elk riders.
 
   The air filled with gold slingstones, but they came too late.  She heard pellets of gold slap into the golem, but the thing didn’t move or react.  Its bulk absorbed the shock of impact without the slightest shiver.  
 
   Lis grinned – she had new cover.  “You remember me, don’t you?”
 
   The faceless thing gave no reaction.  Its body was still made of fresh river mud and bones of forest creatures, but that lay under a thick layer of dust, leaves and pebbles.  On its blobby feet, Lis recognized blades of grass from the Slumbering Hills.  It looked as if it had dragged itself across half of Mira.
 
   “If you remember me,” she said, shifting Blodleter back to her right, “then follow!”  She snaked her left arm around Jones’s neck, gripping him in a headlock.  “You, too.”
 
   And she advanced on the four-legged hill, sword raised.  The golem did not move, and for a long desperate second, Lis thought her plan wouldn't work.  Then the golem's legs shifted, dragging its feet along the ground, one after the other, picking up fresh leaves and leaving slimy mud behind.
 
   Lis stepped out of the trees and into the grassy clearing, the golem behind her and Jones under her arm.
 
   “Gutsy!" Bogg called down to her.  "Stupid, but gutsy.”  His monster roared and lifted its tentacle, swinging its tusk back and forth.
 
   “Retreat!”  She brandished Blodleter higher, daring the tusked horror to come into range.  "Or will you follow us all the way to New Celador?"
 
   The beast trumpeted and took a step back.  Bogg steadied himself on the mass shifting under him.  “Easy, Hummock."
 
   Lis moved closer, dragging Jones. The golem stayed close.  A slingstone splashed into its head, spraying her with muddy drops as she slashed the air with her brother’s sword.
 
   The four-legged hill took another step back.
 
   Lis smiled.  “Your monster does not like swords.”
 
   Jones was nearly limp.  His voice came weakly to her.  “She doesn’t like that sword.”
 
   Lis knew she stood a decent chance after all.  “Bogg!” she yelled, laughing.  “You churl!  It’s all an impressive show.  But it isn’t enough.  Simon Jones will face justice.  That is my only mission.  Call off your vivets and let us go in peace.”  She pointed the sword at him.  “Or don’t.  I don’t care!”
 
   To the golem, she said, “Follow close,” and she began a sidestepping retreat over the grass.  With the sword on one side and the golem on the other, she would stroll all the way to New Celador if she had to.  She drew a breath, let it out slowly, and retreated step after step.
 
   Bogg watched her go, his face bearing a delicious expression of powerless rage.  The vivets and their elk steeds remained in the forest.  The stones they fired became infrequent as Lis fell into a shuffling rhythm with the golem, and they lost their opportunities for a clear shot.
 
   It was not a perfect plan.  The elk riders could leave the forest and surround her, exploiting her incomplete cover.  If they did, she would order the golem into battle against them and see what sort of warrior it truly was–
 
   “Hey there,” Bogg said, “mud man.  Grab her, will you?”
 
   Arms made of mud but strong as steel closed over her body.  The shock made her drop both Jones and Blodleter.  Jones leapt to his feet and scampered to the four-legged hill.  “Hummock!”  He threw himself against the creature’s shoulder as if trying to embrace it, as if trying to bury himself in the creature’s fur.  “Hummock, I’ve missed you.  Bogg!”
 
   The slingstones fell silent.
 
   The golem’s grip was unbreakable, so strong that she could not draw a breath to call the thing off her.  Of course, it would obey Bogg’s commands as well as hers – they had both played a part in creating it.  She had taken the hodag’s tooth, and he had sown it.
 
   Bogg, that toad, that villain, slid himself off of the four-legged hill’s hump and down its hairy side.  Lis strained against the golem’s power, not wanting to see Bogg cut his comrade’s bonds, not wanting to see the traitor free the murderer…
 
   But Bogg did not cut Simon Jones loose.  Instead, as soon as Bogg’s boots met the grass, he swept the boy up in a hug.
 
   Simon Jones’s feet left the ground.  “Bogg, Bogg, you old mountain man, you’re alive!”
 
   Bogg did not let the boy go.  “I’m sorry, pup.  I truly am.  This is my fault.  Say, are you hurt any?”  
 
   Lis stared at them, and a growing sense of dread filled her, like the subterranean stench of death rising from the golem’s arms under her nose.  She did not fear for herself – not even now.  No, the sickening horror she felt at the affection between those two was borne of the unspeakable truth it revealed.
 
   Because never, in all her years on the Algolan street, had she seen criminals act that way.
 
   How could this be?  Who were these two?  What had happened to her brother?
 
   She knew.
 
   All the will, all the strength, left her body, and she slumped against the golem.
 
   Bogg released Jones and turned him about, looking him over.  
 
   “I’m okay, Bogg,” Jones said.  “What about you?  You got stabbed!”
 
   Bogg drew his sabertooth knife and slashed through the old mace sheath.  “Never you mind me none.”  As soon as Jones was free, he threw his arms around Bogg.
 
   Lis struggled to draw breath, and as Bogg gently pulled himself from the boy’s embrace and turned to approach her, she closed her eyes.  Somehow, she could not bear to look at him.
 
   “Howdy, Major,” came Bogg’s insufferable voice, only a few feet in front of her.  “Looks like you’re truly up against a stump, this time.  Say there, mud man.  Give her a little squeeze for me, will you?  Jest a little one.”
 
   The arms around her tightened with an oozing, smothering sort of irresistible strength.  She couldn’t breathe.  The wound at her left shoulder exploded in agony, and she flailed, desperate for a grip, for any leverage that would let her pry the golem off her.
 
   “That’s enough, Bogg,” called Jones.
 
   Bogg sighed.  “I reckon so.  All right, my muddy friend…”
 
   Lis’s flailing right hand found the amulet as it rested in the muck under her chin.  The gem settled instantly between her thumb and forefinger, and without a moment’s thought or hesitation, through the sheer force of her instinct to fight! – she squeezed.
 
   The gem yielded all at once, crushing to powder.
 
   Lis opened her eyes and saw sparkling violet fragments dusting her fingers and lying in the mud of the golem’s arm.  They flared with blinding white light, and the whole of the Rainy Cliffs was caught up in the sudden heat of a hellish wind.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
   About this time, Bogg thought things were going fairly well.  But that’s often when trouble can spring out of the free air.
 
   The storm that blew up around them shook the trees and knocked everybody flat, accepting the mud man.  Even Hummock staggered a step, her hair flying every which way.  The wind seemed to twist itself into the clearing between the forest and the cliffs, letting go of everything else.  
 
   Bogg picked himself up and stared.  He could feel heat on his face, like sitting too close to a full-powered campfire on a cold night, and he narrowed his eyes against it.  A sight of maple and birch leaves had been picked up in the storm, and they swirled in the clearing, fast as all get-out but going nowhere in particular.  A sort of black smoke joined them, and out of this dizzy black shape came a hell of a critter.
 
   It came through in outline first, and Bogg knew this was no mere thunderbird.  It took up half the clearing and stood a hundred feet high.  His first thought was of Ormir, the dragon he stumbled upon in the mountains aust of Spying Scarp last year.
 
   Fine, he thought.  He had held up all right against a dragon last time.
 
   But then the smoke cleared and the rest of the critter came into view, and Bogg knew it weren’t no dragon, not truly.  
 
   For one thing, it had no skin.  Nor flesh.  The thing was a dragon-shaped skeleton, with a long skull full of fangs swinging about on a spiny-column of dry bones, its eye sockets big around as empty oak barrels looking down on Bogg and the others.  Its tail looked like the body of a dead snake picked clean by crows, except that it whipped around like a thing very much alive, and stretched long enough to hang over the edge of the cliffs and come up wet with seawater.
 
   Bogg’s view of the tail was clear enough on account of he could see clear through the thing’s rib cage, which was all grayish bones thick as tree trunks.  In the center of its belly sat a floating ball of red fire, so all of the critter’s bones were lit up from within, clear up to the skull.
 
   The sight of the thing gave Bogg a raging case of the all-over fidges – his legs nigh on ran off without him.  As it was, he stood there shivering like a fawn, feet numb and knees wobbling.
 
   The thing glared down at him with its eye sockets.  It shrieked, a sound like the tearing of sackcloth and the screaming of battlefield wounded, the ball of fire in its belly surged and sputtered flames along its ribs, and wings rose up and unfolded above it – boney and empty, like the long fingers of a bat’s wings, with gray shreds of flesh or whatnot clinging to them like the tattered sails of ships lost in a stormy sea.
 
   Bogg didn’t know if the thing could fly with leftovers of wings like that, but he knew that he didn’t want to see it try.  He couldn’t say if it had journeyed here straight from the yaller patches or from somewhere else, but he was sure that wherever this critter called home, it was a sizable piece from Mira.
 
   His mind seemed positively rusted shut, like the iron hinges of an old oak door.  But he heard things underneath that awful shrieking that made soft calls to his attention and served to break his thinking loose.  One was the pup, screaming at Hummock and pulling at her hair, trying to get her to the cover of the woods.  Another was the Major, right beside Bogg, who let out no more than a murmur.
 
   “Release me,” she said.
 
   And sure enough, the mud man took cues from her as well as it did from him.  Muddy arms spread wide, and the Major was loose.  She snatched up Blodleter and raced…
 
   Straight for Hummock.
 
   “Hey!” Bogg hollered, ruther uselessly.
 
   The Major, sloppy from the mud man’s embrace, belted the pup a good one on the back of his head with the pommel of that sword, hard enough to take the fight out of him, and wrapped an arm around his chest.  She hauled him toward the cover of the trees.
 
   Everybody was running for the forest.  Seemed reasonable to Bogg, too.
 
   His legs liked that idea best of all.  He bolted for the trees, anxious to pin the Major between the elk-riding greenies and his own fang dagger.
 
   An awful sort of roar came up behind him.  Ordinarily he didn’t look back at whatever might be chasing him, but this time it seemed prudent to have a look-see.
 
   The ball of fire was swelling against the critter’s ribs and sending wafts of orange up its empty throat.  It opened its mouth as its skull filled with fire and breathed a ribbon of flame into the forest.  Whole trees exploded with a power of noise and light.
 
   On the grass, well shy of the trees, the Major stopped dead in her tracks.  So did he.
 
   The ribbon of fire ate tree after tree as the beast lay down a wall of flame through the middle of the forest.  The air was full of smoke and dancing sparks like red-hot fireflies, and amidst the cracking and roaring trees, elks flew for safety, greenies clinging to them with their heads tucked low.
 
   One elk bolted past him, riderless, its fur smoldering, a flaming branch lodged in its antlers.  It left a trail of floating sparks in its wake.  Running that fast didn’t help douse the fire, and as Bogg watched, the fur of its back caught.  It sprang free of the forest, a fiery beacon, bounding over the clearing.  The elk narrowly missed being flattened by the beast’s skeletal tail, and when it came to the cliff, it didn’t even slow down.  It leapt into space and vanished.  Bogg listened for a splash, but with the racket of the fire and the unnatural screeching of the boney critter, he didn’t have much chance of hearing one.
 
   The Major turned from the flames and dragged the pup in a new direction, away from the forest.
 
   Bogg raced after her.  “Call off your monster!”
 
   She found herself face to face with Hummock again, panicked and trampling this way and that, little Ee up top just trying to hold on.  The Major dodged and bolted toward Bogg.  “I can’t control it!”
 
   “That’s a rotten trick, then!” he thundered over the noise.  He reached for her and nearly had her, but Hummock came his way and he had to run flat out to keep from being mashed into meal.
 
   Through all this, the mud man had not budged.  He still stood in the grass with his arms wide, waiting to be told what to do.
The Major started out across the clearing, lugging Simon, following a path near to the one that unfortunate elk had taken.  “For what it’s worth, the demon won’t last.  Most of its body can’t even manifest in this plane, and I shattered the anchor holding it here.”
 
   That was too many for Bogg, but then, he weren’t listening anyway.  The critter’s stream of fire zigzagged from the forest to the clearing, roasting random black trails into the grass.  
 
   “Hey mud man,” Bogg ordered.  “Why don’t you–”
 
   The fire blasting from the skull overhead chose that particular moment to wash over the mud man.  Bogg stopped, his jaw hanging open, as the mud man stood there and took it.  He dried out and charred black as all the leaves and twigs he’d picked up in his travels flared white hot.  Cracks opened up in him and burped steam, and the fire settled into those cracks and burned orange.  Flakes and clods of black earth crumbled off him, exposing various bones that burned to powder and vanished.  Before Bogg could draw a breath, the mud man was a boot-high pile of dimly glowing coals.
 
   Bogg turned to deliver some harsh words to the Major, but she was already halfway across the field with the pup.  Where was she going?  There weren’t nothing out there but the cliffs and the big, big sea – and he supposed, a lot less fire.
 
   Maybe that was it.
 
   He tore after them and was barely up to speed when fire sprayed in his path.  He dodged sideways and saved himself from the mud man’s fate, getting away with a smoking right sleeve and a few singed beard hairs.
 
   That forsaken critter was spraying fire non-stop, and plenty of it was landing between the Major and himself.  Bogg studied that, by jings, she could slip away from him yet.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 35
 
   The pain in Simon’s head didn’t diminish, but little by little, he began to understand what was happening.  He realized that he could barely breathe.  The air was filled with smoke…
 
   No, that wasn’t it.  His chest was being squeezed.  Lisandra Jurgen’s strong right arm was wrapped around him like a steel band, dragging him through charred and smoking grass.  The dracodemon was burning everything… 
 
   Hummock!  Was she all right?
 
   He opened his eyes and they watered from the smoke.  He pulled at Jurgen’s arm and tried to get his feet under him, but she was too fast, and his legs dragged as dead weight.  He lifted his head and looked behind them.
 
   Across a hundred feet of ash, he saw Bogg running from raining fire.  Hummock was in sheer panic, galloping along the treeline – and somehow unhurt after all that had happened.  The demon wasn’t aiming.  It was just blasting randomly.
 
   What did it want?  Did it even know where it was or what was happening to it?
 
   Simon’s father had once been hired to print a tract that condemned Algolan demonology, and that was the only thing Simon had ever read on the subject.  Simon knew that demons came from another plane of existence – whatever that meant – and that it took powerful magic to hold them here at all.  And since Mira tended to twist and defuse human spells, there was no way to guess what the monster would do, or how to defeat it.
 
   The demon reared back, and Simon could see liquid fire racing up through its neck vertebrae.  It blasted fire into the sky, and the flames dissipated into dark garlands of smoke a thousand feet high.  Tiny winged shapes raced through the smoke, circling over the monster… it was almost aiming at them.  
 
   Jurgen dragged him closer and closer to the cliffs, and as he jostled over the grass, he couldn’t see what they were.  But he saw Hummock running on and on, slipping farther and farther away, nearly out of range now.  He thought he saw a spot of green in the dark auburn hair at her shoulders.
 
   Ee was escaping too.
 
   Simon leaned back against Jurgen with relief.  
 
   Bogg had already stopped running from the flames and turned to sprint in Simon’s direction.  Simon could almost see the grim determination on Bogg’s soot-stained face.  He shifted his weight to his heels, letting them drag through the grass and slow Jurgen down.
 
   The demon sprayed fire at the birdlike figures, but they were quick and agile.  They chased each other around it, looping in circles and figure-eights.
 
   And they weren’t birds.
 
   They were vivets.
 
   Simon gripped Jurgen’s arm to steady his gaze.  Each vivet held an enormous black wing in each hand, shifting them to catch the wind, folding them back to dive at the demon, flapping them to gain altitude.  The vivets had become eagles, and each wing had the familiar shape…
 
   Of a thunderbird feather.
 
   Of course.  Simon had found his own thunderbird feather last year, when a thunderbird had picked up a couple of pine trees for its nest, right where he and Bogg were standing.  Simon had walked for miles holding that feather, soft and black and twelve feet long, and light as air.  Whenever he let it go, it would float.  That was how thunderbirds flew.
 
   Why couldn’t it work for vivets, too?
 
   But with a feather in each hand, the vivets couldn’t work their slings.  Simon wasn’t sure if golden slingstones would make a difference against that monster, but as it was, all the vivets could do was distract it and draw its fiery breath onto themselves.
 
   Maybe that was enough.  It let Hummock and Ee escape, and Bogg close in on Jurgen… as long as no vivet got incinerated.
 
   No danger there.  The vivets winged through the plumes of smoke and around the streams of fire, nimble as bumblebees.  The demon threw its fire at them and swatted at them with monstrous foreclaws, missing each time.  
 
   In the finger bones of one claw, cracks appeared and spread.  Gray flakes of bone came off the demon’s hand and floated in the updrafts from the burning field.  The talon on its last finger broke off  and plummeted a hundred feet to the ground, but vanished before striking the grass.
 
   Simon thought the cracks in the bones might somehow be from vivet slings after all.  But when he saw the talon disappear, he understood.  The magic was fading, and the demon’s time was running out.
 
   He pulled at Jurgen’s arm.  “What are you going to do?  Jump off the cliff with me?”  He fought for a glimpse of Bogg, and saw he was even closer now.
 
   Jurgen skidded to a stop at the cliff’s edge.  Over the roar of the burning forest and the screaming of the demon, Simon could hear the crash of waves thirty feet below.
 
   Bogg came at Jurgen without slowing down, his sabertooth dagger held low and back, ready to stab.  He had run through so much fire that the sooty parts of him almost seemed to smolder, and smoke rose from him and trailed behind him.  His face was fixed in an expression of cold rage that Simon had never seen before, not against Tyrus Jurgen’s privateers, not against the wendigo.
 
   Jurgen threw Simon down, and he fell flat on his stomach on the grass.  She raised Blodleter, two handed, to meet Bogg.  Her body was coated with mud – she had been slathered with it when that mud thing had grabbed her – and as Blodleter rose into the smoke-filled sky, mud dripped from its blade.  
 
   Simon rolled and crawled away on his elbows.  The Rainy Cliffs made a jagged coastline, and Jurgen had dragged him to a grassy outcropping – Simon faced the sea on three sides.  At the edge, he pushed aside the last blades of grass and peered down to the roiling surf.  A cold, salty breeze washed over his face.  The water might be deep enough.  He might survive if he jumped– 
 
   A bone-jarring clang shook the air behind him, rising above the screeching of the dracodemon and the roar of the burning forest.  Simon leaped to his feet.
 
   Bogg and Jurgen stood together, her sword caught against the serrations on the inner curve of Bogg’s knife.  He held the antler handle with both hands as the sword paused above him, ready to split his skull.
 
   Simon stared.  He knew Blodleter could slash through foot-thick pine trees.  Could a Miran sabertooth’s canine survive long against that?
 
   They pushed against each other, edging closer and closer, struggling for leverage.  A low growl came from deep in Bogg’s throat.  Jurgen kicked at Bogg’s leg, trying to sweep his feet from under him.  Her muddy boot dug into his shin, but Bogg didn’t budge.  He just growled a little louder.
 
   The demon’s skeletal tail snapped like a bullwhip twenty feet over their heads as the monster turned to spray flame after a vivet sailing behind it.  Neither Bogg nor Jurgen noticed.
 
   Inch by inch, Bogg pushed Blodleter to the side.  When it no longer hovered over him, he let go of his sabertooth knife with his left and threw a fist at Jurgen’s face.  She cocked her head to the side and his knuckles raced harmlessly past her ear.  She used the chance to step out of range and swing Blodleter into an arc that would have lopped Bogg’s head off – but he crouched and tapped the sword with his knife, guiding it up so it passed over him.
 
   Simon had to do something.  After her swing at Bogg, Blodleter was down, supported by Jurgen's weak arm.  Simon had no weapon, and wouldn’t have been much use against Jurgen if he had – but this was the moment, so he ran at her anyway.
 
   She glanced back and kicked him square in the stomach before he could touch her, and he crumpled to the grass in agony.  His lungs felt like they were imploding, and his body stiffened, starving for air.
 
   When her eyes left Bogg for that fraction of a second, Bogg slapped her bloodstained shoulder and dragged Blodleter from her grip.  It fell in the grass between them.  She clutched in a panic for Bogg’s fang dagger, her fingers prying at his.  The sabertooth's white point floated between them, four muddy hands clinging to its handle.
 
   Simon lay paralyzed, watching them grapple.
 
   Bogg pushed, grinning.  He stepped forward, over the sword, and she stepped back.
 
   He reached with one hand and grabbed the collar of her gambeson, and pushed again.  The fang dagger crept closer to her face, her hands holding it back with all her might.  Bogg walked her backward another step.  Simon fought off the pain in his stomach and rolled out of their way.
 
   “Somebody’s going for a swim,” Bogg snarled.
 
   Jurgen couldn’t spare the strength to respond.  Simon staggered to his feet and picked up Blodleter, its hilt old and familiar, its pommel at home against his palm.  He dug the blade's tip into the ground and leaned on it, letting the old broadsword support him as he tried to work air into his lungs, no more than a clump of grass between the blade's tip and the drop to the sea.
 
   Streams of flame blasted across the sky from the decaying demon.  Black-winged vivets soared around it like eagles, hooting war cries and mockery.  Bogg worked Jurgen closer to the cliff edge, step by step.  Jurgen’s face was a mask of painful effort as she fought him all the way.  Simon looked for a chance to help… though he could barely stand without the sword’s support, and couldn’t have lifted it against her.
 
   It didn’t matter.  Jurgen would be gone, and the demon would follow, and Bogg will have saved Simon’s life yet again.  It would be over.
 
   At the cliff’s edge, as Jurgen gradually ran out of room to stand, Simon could hear the rumble and hiss of the surf below.  That rumble rose suddenly to a crescendo, loud and close, and when Simon glanced down the cliff, he got a face full of seawater.
 
   A wave had hit the rocks just right, raced up the cliffside, and shot spray into the air.  Simon spat out gritty salt water as his eyes burned.  Damn, he thought.  The Rainy Cliffs.
 
   The wave drenched both Bogg and Jurgen.  Her already muddy gambeson was now soaked, and as she pushed hard against the fist that held the fang dagger, the gambeson tore and slipped free of Bogg’s grip.  
 
   Jurgen snatched Simon and dragged him to her.  He tried to raise Blodleter, but only succeeded in holding on to it.  Jurgen spat seawater at Bogg, and as he reached for her, she took two quick steps away from him, and then a third into empty space, pulling Simon with her.  Bogg clutched at nothing but air.  
 
   Simon’s heart pushed into his throat as he floated with Jurgen into the void.  The crags of the cliff face raced past as Bogg vanished above them.  Then the sea hit Simon hard, icy against his skin, in his nose, in his eyes, in his mouth, stealing his senses away.
 
   #
 
   Jupiter Pluvius!
 
   Bogg stood at the top of the cliff, his fists quivering.  That old spitting snake had slipped away from him again.  And she still had Simon!
 
   He leaned out over the edge to see if they were swimming around down there or if they had come apart on the rocks.  But all he could make out was rolling white foam.
 
   Something massive whizzed over his head.  Bogg threw himself to the grass.
 
   The skeletal critter had just about given up the ghost.  Its tail was shedding bone powder in white clouds that settled on the clearing like dust or ash.  Its front paws had crumbled away, and the horns along the back of its skull were mere stumps.
 
   Its awful cry went up a note, and its tail, whipping back and forth over Bogg’s head, dropped bones one by one, starting with the little ones at the tip.  They fell like boulders, thudding into the grass and rolling until they crumbled to nothing.  One came straight at him, and he scrambled clear.  It bounced in the spot where he had been and sailed over the cliff, coming apart before it hit the ocean.
 
   Then the critter’s flame went all sputtery, and the rest of it came apart, bones dropping everywhere and crushing themselves to powder.  The greenies in the air let loose a power of delirious hooting as the skull, big as a house, ran out of bones beneath it.  It fell to the clearing and blew itself to ash like the rest.
 
   The forest still burned, and Hummock had to be tearing along somewhere in the clearing, out of sight now, with Ee on her back.  But Bogg had no time for any of that.  He still had to fix the mess he’d made.
 
   He faced the sea, took a couple of steps backward, kept a tight grip on his fang dagger, and ran for the edge.  He jumped off... 
 
   And more or less waited.
 
   The falling was unpleasant on his stomach, but didn’t last long.  The ocean swallered him up all at once, and happily, there were no rocks down there to break his bones.  His clothes dragged at him like a hundred little anchors as he kicked his feet and waved his arms around, trying to get up to the surface.  The water was cold as ice and had crawled its way into every private part of him, and when his head finally broke into the air, he let out a growl of discomfort before he drew a breath.
 
   He found that he had kept his grip on his fang dagger.  That was good.  He would need it in a minute.  The cliffs towered above him, and he started paddling that way, looking for a place to stand.
 
   At the base of the cliffs lay a narrow beach of gravel, now and then visible, now and then under three or four feet of water.  Bogg got his feet on that gravel and stood up properly, letting out a sigh of relief, though waves still rocked him about.
 
   The Major should have been there, but she weren’t.  No sign of the pup, neither.
 
   “Well, they can’t have swum far,” he muttered, and a wave gave him a mouth full of seawater.  He was so bitter and aggravoked that he swallered it.
 
   He saw a path among some boulders that he would have trekked if he were dragging the pup with him, and he waded in that direction.  By and by he stood dripping on some rocks, clear out of the water.  He worked his way around the bend of the cliff and into an inlet, sort of a miniature bay.
 
   Somewhere, there had to be a path up the cliffs… to where?  Where would she take him?
 
   More of a beach lay here, and that lightened his heart.  But he found no path out.  They must have circled the next cliff and kept going.
 
   But Bogg weren’t alone.  Pacing the beach was an elk, looking singed and wet and vexatiously whipped out.  Bogg judged it was the flaming elk that had sprinted from the forest and taken that mad leap into the sea.  
 
   “Howdy, friend,” Bogg said.  “Nice to see you’re still kicking.”
 
   The elk shivered and watched him nervously, its eyes black and shining.  Bogg wondered if it had seen which way the Major went.  
 
   “You ain’t talking, are you?”  Bogg dragged his hand down over his beard, trying to squeeze seawater out of it.  
 
   If the elk was alive, the pup was alive.
 
   Bogg just had to find him.
 
   He watched the elk, his jaw working back and forth.  The animal went back to pacing.  Bogg reckoned it might be smart enough to follow him out of here, once he found his way.  But for now, it was alone and tetchy and uncertain as to what to do next.
 
   Like him.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 36
 
   The coastal grasslands gave way to apple orchards.  Simon Jones walked a wagon road strewn with apple blossoms, step by step, to his doom.
 
   When he looked back, he could still see the slanting columns of black smoke from the forest fire… but he could no longer smell it.  Instead, now and then, the breeze brought the stench of the tanneries that lay on the outskirts of New Celador.
 
   He had been walking since the dracodemon that morning – and Bogg, and Hummock, and Ee, and his near-drowning.  And it felt like the days of weak and hungry walking that had come before.
 
   And Lisandra Jurgen walked beside him.
 
   At least she no longer marched behind him, prodding him with Blodleter.  Perhaps she assumed he no longer had the strength to run.  Which was true.  Though he wondered if she had the strength to pursue him.
 
   His hands were no longer bound.  Jurgen had nothing to tie him with – she had lost everything… except Blodleter.  The accursed sword still hung on her back.
 
   It had been close, back at the Rainy Cliffs.  Simon had passed out completely and would have drowned, if Jurgen hadn’t dragged him to the rocks.  Before that, she had managed to kick off her own chain mail leggings – the last of her Algolan armor – before they dragged her to the bottom.  Then they had both picked their way bit by bit along the beaches until they had found a path up the cliffs, her hand on his collar all the way.
 
   Now, Jurgen limped beside him, her eyes cast ahead.  The sea had washed most of the mud from her face and hair, but her gambeson and trousers were stained and torn, slashed at the shoulder, and shredded at the elbows and knees.  Her boots squished out seawater with each step.
 
   He didn’t look any better.  The sun had done faster work on his cotton than on her wool, but they were both still damp and salty.  
 
   He thought back to the sight of Bogg, riding Hummock with Ee.  The memory took his mind off the sickening emptiness of his stomach and his desperate need for some sort of food.
 
   Bogg had teamed up with Ee.  That must have been awkward for him.  And she had brought so many elk riders, and good land! Vivets could fly!
 
   But it had not been enough.
 
   Lisandra Jurgen always triumphed, somehow.  She would not let him go.  Simon couldn’t sneak or lie or fight his way out of this – and Bogg couldn’t save him.
 
   Jurgen was going to win.
 
   And why not?  She had lost her brother.  Simon felt the ache of his empty stomach rise, reaching his heart.  
 
   <You have killed your own kind,> Ee had said.  <So the vivets don’t trust you.>
 
   He could not escape what he had done.  He felt tainted.
 
   But Tyrus and his band had slaughtered so many!
 
   There had to be an answer, Simon thought.  He didn’t want to hang from an Algolan gallows, and more, he knew he didn’t deserve that fate…
 
   But he had to make amends.
 
   That simple thought shone with a purity so clear, it had a radiance and weight.  It lingered in his mind, the centerpiece of his attention.
 
   He had to make amends.
 
   But how?
 
   Lisandra limped beside him, her empty stare on the distance ahead.  She had to be as hungry as he was, and wounded, her body broken over and over.  Simon had never really looked at her before, not like this.  She was beautiful, he realized, and fragile – she seemed on the edge of exhaustion, as if she might collapse at any moment.
 
   But Simon knew she wouldn’t.
 
   She was so strong.  So alone.  Simon wanted to help her, wanted to do something for her…
 
   The trees of the orchards grew in neat rows on both sides of the wagon road they walked.  Other than a broken wheelbarrow overturned in the grass, there was no sign of people, and the afternoon was quiet.  A hundred yards beyond the orchard on the hest side, the apple trees stopped and the Slumbering Hills began, and mountains with their endless pines stood in the distance.
 
   One of the trees at the orchard’s far side caught Simon’s eye.  It swayed strangely, bending to a breeze that only it felt.  The other trees remained perfectly still.
 
   As Simon walked, he passed the grassy gap between the rows, and he could see all the way across the orchard to that swaying tree.
 
   The wild man stood beside it.
 
   Simon froze mid-step.  It was a vision from his dreams – a giant clothed in reddish hair, twice as tall as Bogg, the peaked crown of its head taller than the tree it pulled apples from.  As Simon watched, an apple snapped free, held in an enormous thumb and forefinger, in a hand broad and long as the blade of an oar.  The wild man lifted the apple and put it in his mouth, closed his lips around it and crunched slowly.  His peaceful yellow eyes found Simon, and the giant nodded.
 
   Simon couldn’t breathe.
 
   The wild man pulled another apple from the tree.  It swayed to him and snapped back.
 
   How could he be here, so close to the coast, so close to people who might discover him?  Simon blinked.  Was the old giant really here at all?  Or was Simon dreaming as he walked the wagon road to New Celador?
 
   Somehow, Simon knew the wild man could go where he wished and be seen only by those he wished to see him.  So Simon didn’t worry that some farmer might find a giant in his orchard and take a firelock shot at it.
 
   But what did the dream walker want?  Why here, now?  Simon wished he could ask.  I’ve seen your World Cave, he would say.  How could you go everywhere, cross every ocean, explore everything, and then disappear?  Where have you gone?
 
   The wild man watched him with warm, thoughtful yellow eyes.
 
   Simon remembered the symphony of rain drops in that place.  He remembered the chill of the salt water and the position of every continent, right down to the undiscovered island he had been standing on when Ee found him there.
 
   And in that moment…
 
   Simon had the answer.
 
   He could make amends.
 
   But no, he couldn’t, he didn’t dare – he couldn’t give something that didn’t belong to him.
 
   The wild man nodded to Simon a final time.  <It’s all right.>  Then the ancient traveler turned away from the apple tree and took long, easy strides into the Slumbering Hills.  The giant disappeared behind a rise and did not appear again.
 
   Simon stared at the spot the wild man had last been.  There was no trace.  If he told the locals that a twelve-foot hairy giant had stolen apples off a farmer’s tree, no one would believe him.  He drew in a slow breath and let it out.
 
   Jurgen stood beside him.  Simon had completely forgotten about his captor while the wild man had been there.  She stared at the apple tree, her eyes wide, her lips slightly parted.  She wasn’t breathing.
 
   And Simon realized… she had seen him too.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 37
 
   A week ago, if Lis had seen a giant like that, she would have drawn her weapon to defend herself against the latest Miran peril.  But now, she could only stare, lost in astonishment so intense that she lost herself and felt as if she were floating.
 
   There were tales of hairy men who lurked in the deepest Algolan woods.  They were descended from humans gone mad long ago, it was said, and devoured unwary travelers.  And in the highest white peaks, at altitudes beyond human reach, frost giants tossed boulders and rolled avalanches down steep slopes, enjoying their inscrutable sport.
 
   But the hairy giant Lis had witnessed matched no description she had ever heard.  It was an impossible mix of wildness and serenity.  She hadn’t dared to take her eyes from it, and yet she had felt no danger.
 
   Now it was gone.
 
   And Jones was staring at her.
 
   “What was it?” she whispered.
 
   “A blessing,” the boy said.
 
   She cleared her throat, feeling herself settle back into her skin again.  “For you or for me?”
 
   He didn’t answer.  He just started walking the wagon road again, toward New Celador.  As if nothing had happened.  As if he was content with his fate.  Lis moved to stay with him.
 
   “I’ve been thinking,” the boy said.
 
   “Really?”  Lis didn’t care, but if Jones kept marching, he could talk if he wanted.
 
   “Are you sure you want to take me to Algolus?”
 
   “It’s not a question of what I want.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “It’s a matter of justice,” she said flatly.  “You will pay for what you did.  I am just a vessel.”
 
   The boy nodded, not looking at her.  “Justice’s right arm.”
 
   Lis didn’t mind that description.  “If you like.”
 
   “I have to wonder.”  He shrugged.  “You know what a murdering bastard your brother was.  I think you even know that he was destined to meet the fate that he did.  I mean, not from me.  But dealt by somebody, sooner or later.”
 
   Lis did not respond.
 
   “You may not want to talk about it,” he said.  “But you know.”
 
   Of course she knew.  She had always known, in the darker, unexplored corners of her mind, but had never bothered to bring such old benighted facts into the light.  “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Doesn’t it?  I’m just thirteen, you know.”
 
   “You’re not like any thirteen-year-old I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Oh?  Have you hanged many thirteen-year-olds?”
 
   Lis grinned ruthlessly.  The boy was preparing to make a case, she thought.  Hanging a child would be inhumane and brutal, that sort of thing.  But she had heard criminals try to talk her into some degree of mercy before, and none of them had ever been successful.
 
   “I bet you haven’t,” he said.
 
   “No matter,” she replied.  “You can be the first.”  But her heart sank as she uttered the words, and her waterlogged boots fell a little heavier with each step.
 
   Remember the mission, she told herself.  Remember what’s at stake.
 
   If she failed to return to Algolus with her brother’s killer… if she failed to win justice for her family… it would besmirch her record as a major in the Royal Guard.  And without her perfect record, she could lose her rank and find herself a mere lady.
 
   Waiting in a tower.  Destined to be married to the odiferous son of some duke.
 
   Unthinkable.
 
   So she would remember the mission.
 
   She drew in a breath that filled her with resolve, and felt her spine regain its familiar steel.
 
   “Bogg won’t let me go,” the boy said.  “He’ll follow us to Algolus.”
 
   “Splendid.  I would enjoy seeing him again.” So long as she could arrest him and throw him in a cell.
 
   But then, unbidden gruff words came to her from earlier that day.  “I’m sorry, pup.  I truly am.  This is my fault.  Say, are you hurt any?”  
 
   The steel in her spine vanished just as quickly.
 
   This boy was no criminal.
 
   Her brother was a cad who had earned his death.
 
   Would she really send this child to the gallows?  There had to be another way!
 
   But there wasn’t.
 
   “I have another question,” the boy said.
 
   Her heart was too heavy to muster a response.
 
   “I haven’t read much Algolan law,” Jones said.  “It’s pretty boring.  But there’s a principle – what’s it called?  Material absolution?”
 
   Lis raised her eyebrows.  “You wish to make a payment to the Crown?  Buy your freedom?  Pay a fine and be on your way?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “That’s a law for royalty and magistrates.  So they can slip free of charges of graft and soliciting prostitutes.  It’s not for poor Miran boys.”
 
   “But how much would it cost?”
 
   “For murder?  For the spilling of royal blood?”
 
   Jones was quietly relentless.  “How much?”
 
   “More than you have.  More than any Miran has.”  Lis couldn’t recall anyone purchasing material absolution for murder.  Though it would be legal, technically.  But the cost... pieces of six wouldn’t be enough.  A million golden dales, maybe more.  No, there was no chance.  
 
   “You have the authority to grant it, don’t you?” he asked.  “As a major in the Royal Guard?”
 
   “I do not,” she snapped.  “I could only file a petition on your behalf.”  Why was he pursuing this?  It was hopeless for both of them.  Was he trying to cause her pain?
 
   “You haven’t said how much.”
 
   “Ten million dales.”
 
   That shut him up.  He walked slowly along the wagon road, stepping around the deepest ruts.  He turned to look at her, setting his feet decisively.  “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?”  She stopped walking and glared at him.  “Enough games.  March.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   Lis felt hot rage boiling in her.  He was teasing her, torturing her.  She was going spend the rest of her life with his death on her conscience, and he thought it was funny!
 
   She drew Blodleter from her back and pointed its gleaming tip at his throat.  “I have lost my dearest companion,” she began.  “I have been beaten and stabbed.  I have lost a trusted weapon, and my favorite armor, and more meals than I care to recollect.  I assure you, Simon Jones, that I am in no mood for your elaborate mockery!”
 
   He never glanced at the sword, not once.  Instead, he held her gaze, listening attentively, and then was quiet for a time, as if to be sure she was finished.
 
   “I have an island,” he said.
 
   Lis had no response.  “You… have…?”  Blodleter wavered, and she felt her face go slack.
 
   “Off the septern shore of your land.  In the middle of the Darqmist Sea.”
 
   “There’s nothing but fog in the Darqmist Sea.”
 
   Jones’s eyes left her, as if remembering, as if he had somehow been there before.  “A mesa with steep sides, like a half-submerged oak barrel.  About twenty square miles.  And not more than two day’s sail.”  His eyes found her again.  “If you can find it.”
 
   Lis lowered the sword.  “You expect me to believe this?”
 
   He shrugged.  “You saw the wild man, didn’t you?”
 
   She remembered the yellow-eyed giant and the feelings of terror and calm.  “I… did.”
 
   “It’s not mine.  The island.  It belongs to him, if anyone.  But I think it would be all right if you have it.  I think that might be what he wants.  Would that be worth ten million dales?”
 
   Land in Algolus was passed down in royal families, generation after generation.  Aside from border squabbles and occasional treaties, some acreage had not changed hands in a thousand years.  To stake a new claim, especially so close to Albueshire, would enrich her family beyond measure.  She would be famous… a triumphant explorer, immortalized in the history books.
 
   Ten million dales was a pittance in comparison.
 
   Of course, she would have no choice but to release Simon Jones, to let him go free–
 
   “Done,” she said.  
 
   Jones sighed and closed his eyes.  Lis could see chains breaking in his mind, weights falling away.  The muscles in his face smoothed, and he looked younger, more childlike.
 
   “But,” she realized, “I can’t let you go until I see the island.  You’ll still have to come to Algolus as my prisoner.”
 
   He frowned, his eyes still closed.  “I understand.  Wait…"  His eyes opened.  "What about a contract?”
 
   “You mean on parchment?"  Lis had seen such things before.  "You write up a confession and sign it in blood?  And if the island isn’t there, I come after you?”  She shook her head.  “No, there are a host of new legal tricks I won’t accept in my work.  That’s one of them.”
 
   “But why not?  You already have the sword–”
 
   “And I’m keeping it.”
 
   The boy furrowed his brow in thought.  “Something more traditional, then?”  He brushed back his dark, unkempt hair.  His fingers pinched some of it.  “A lock of my hair.  You could track me magically, even on Mira.  Would that work?”
 
   Lis sheathed Blodleter and stepped close to him.  His hair was tangled and grimy, dark as a raven feather.  She took a lock of it in her hand and wrapped it around her index finger.
 
   The boy’s idea could work.  If she had to return to Mira and hunt him down, she could do it.  Any wizard could track Simon Jones with this.  Galton could have made a charm for the task easily.  Jones would not escape her, if it came to that.
 
   It could be a trick, a cold voice whispered in her mind.  Some bit of Miran guile.  Don't fall for it.
 
   Then the voice fell silent.
 
   As Simon waited quietly, she twisted and untwisted his hair around her finger.  It felt more animal than human.  She was struck by the wildness of it.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 38
 
   Bogg dragged hisself up the cliff face, cutting diagonally along a long stretch and getting doused now and then by a salty wave.  The elk, looking soggy and sad, picked its way along behind him, slow and well back, but nimble as a mountain goat or a sidehill gouger.
 
   Time enough, Bogg caught a handful of grass at the cliff edge and reached the top.  The elk made it too, and tore off for the woods without so much of a tip of its antlers to say goodbye.  Bogg studied that the elk would be all right – the forest fire was already burning itself out.  The tower of black smoke rising from it was followed by good-sized puffs of white, and white smoke always meant that a fire was near done.  He judged the forest was too green and soggy to burn all that much.
 
   Not that he sat around and pondered the issue.  No, he turned his back on the fire and boomed his way sept, after the pup and that polecat of a Major.  The pain in his side where the stiletto had caught him had called up pains in the rest of his body for company, and he ached with every step.  And he was tired as an old dog.
 
   But his sass was up, his heart burning for justice like squirrel whiskey, and he wanted nothing more than another shot at the Major, and more than that, to see the pup safe and sound without a scratch.  If anything happened to the pup, it would be because Bogg hadn’t stopped it, and Bogg couldn’t live with that.  It would be too embarrassing.  The thought of it made him want to crawl under a rock.
 
   By and by, he crossed a wagon road and found their tracks in the mud.  The road turned and ran on sept over the grass, and Bogg followed.  The land was flat and he could see a clear piece, and nigh on a mile ahead, the wagon road disappeared into some apple groves.
 
   Civilization.  Bogg sniffed.
 
   But on his side of those groves, square in the wagon road a quarter mile off, he saw a great reddish brown hump, like a hill of piled earth.  It made its way toward him…
 
   Good land, it was Hummock!  Her one tusk swayed as she lumbered, and her trunk felt the grass..  And behind the crown of her head, looking green as a spring leaf, rode Ee.
 
   And riding behind her, bigger than her, but not that big, perched atop Hummock’s shoulder… Jupiter Pluvius!
 
   “Simon Jones,” Bogg muttered.  “and all of a piece.”  He searched for the Major, but she was nowhere to be found.  He laughed.
 
   The pup must have heard him, because he lifted his hand in greeting.
 
   But Hummock stopped.  Simon grabbed handfuls of hair and slid down the critter’s flank, and once his feet were planted in the road, he gazed up at Ee and spoke to her.  They were too far from Bogg for him to hear what they were saying, other than to recognize it as greenie speak.
 
   Time enough, the pup gave Hummock’s front leg one final hug, and Ee steered the four-legged hill off the road and past the apple trees.
 
   There weren’t no fanfare about it.  The pup stood alone and watched them go, until they disappeared over a rise into the Slumbering Hills.  
 
   Bogg couldn’t hardly stand it any longer and let out a holler.  “Hey there, pup!”
 
   The pup turned to Bogg and fairly lit up, waving his arms.  “Bogg!”
 
   They hustled along the road until they stood at arm’s length, grinning at each other.  Bogg wondered where the Major was, but seeing the pup here, hale and hearty, smiling like his wits were addled, told Bogg some of the answer.
 
   “Nice work,” Bogg said at last.
 
   “Thanks,” the pup said.
 
   Bogg cleared his throat, rattling up a mix of snot and seawater, and spat politely to the side.  “You give her the slip?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “If you did, she’ll be back.”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll be back.”
 
   Bogg peered hard at the pup and stuck his tongue in his toothhole.  Over the pup’s left eyebrow, there was a neat, inch-long cut, no more than a scabby line of red, and above it, a lock of hair was missing.
 
   “What happened?”  Bogg put his hand on the boy’s head and tussled his hair.  “She take that off with that sword?”
 
   The pup nodded under Bogg’s hand.  “She did.”
 
   “Godzooks, that’s a close shave!  You nearly came out of that ruction a couple of inches shorter.”  The pup was lucky to be alive, facing a sword that big, with someone like the Major behind it.  “She turned on you then, hm?  You wore her out with your talking, and she decided to jest kill you.”  Bogg grinned.
 
   The boy stifled his own grin.  “No, Bogg.”
 
   Bogg still couldn't get his thick head around it.  The little feller shouldn't be here – Bogg dragged his hand down over his wet beard and stared the pup down, trying to suss it out.
 
   The pup wore a greenie necklace.  That was new.  Bogg poked at an acorn.  "Your friend Ee give you that?"
 
   The pup smiled.  "No, I made it.  Want me to tell you what it means?"
 
   Bogg's finger touched something white and hard on the necklace.  "Good land!  That's a tooth!"
 
   The pup peered down.  "That one stands for you."  His face suddenly turned up, and his intense eyes found Bogg's.  "I've learned so much."
 
   "I'll say.  You're wearing teeth."
 
   "I mean about the world.  And I need to tell you or I'll burst.  Bogg–"
 
   "Hold your water, pup."  Bogg searched the apple groves, his fingers on the sea-damp handle lashing of his fang dagger.  “She’ll be along that road any minute, I reckon.  This ain’t over.”
 
   “Yes it is,” the pup said with a flat sureness.
 
   Bogg scowled at him.  “Well, what do you know that I don’t?”
 
   “She won’t be back.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
   “I persuaded her to leave without me.  She agreed.  She’s going back to Algolus alone.”
 
   “You…”  Bogg searched the pup’s gray eyes for the secrets he was holding back.  But the pup’s face was innocent and blank as a riverbed stone.  
 
   Bogg glared suspiciously at him.  “You persuaded her, eh?”
 
   The innocence cracked and the boy grinned again.  He shrugged.
 
   Bogg chuckled.  “Persuaded her.  I’ll bet you did.  Pup, you’re a tough old cow.”
 
   The pup turned serious.  “Bogg, I’m sorry.  She came after me and made all this trouble because of what I did.  I killed Tyrus Jurgen.”
 
   Bogg barked out a laugh.  “Godzooks, pup, if you hadn’t sent that ornery old mule into the hereafter, I’d have done it my own self.  His time was up.  Say… you hungry?”
 
   The pup blinked.  “Starving.”
 
   “What say we forage up some vittles.  We can have a decent lunch together and you can say your piece before you go off to your greenie friends.”
 
   The pup sighed and turned to the spot on the road behind him, where he had said goodbye to Ee and Hummock.  “The vivets won’t have me, Bogg.”
 
   “Really?”  Bogg raised his eyebrows and chuckled.  “What did you do?”
 
   “I’m just not one of them.”  The pup turned to Bogg.  “I was hoping… I mean…”
 
   Bogg waited.  “Speak on, pup.”
 
   “It’s been a long time since…”  The pup swallowed.   “Well, you’ve always gone your own way… and I have too, but…”
 
   “Good land, pup.  If there’s something up your nose, blow it out.  It’ll only do you good.”
 
   Simon locked his eyes on Bogg.  “I was hoping that you and I could be uncle and nephew for a while.”
 
   Bogg opened his mouth to let out all the familiar words.  
 
   I can’t sanction that.
 
   I ain’t set for people.
 
   I’ve got to weed my own row.
 
   But no words came out.  All he thought was how dull the past year had been – a mere exercise in food and shelter, as Chapman had said.  Then the Major had come along, and the thought of seeing Simon Jones again had turned everything around.  Bogg closed his mouth.
 
   And opened it again. “You persuaded her?”  His tongue found the gap of his missing tooth.  “Hm.  Pup… you’ve got the hair of the bear.”
 
   “I’ve got… pardon?”
 
   “What I mean is, I reckon you could learn me a thing or two.”
 
   Bogg put his hand on Simon’s shoulder, and the two stepped off the wagon road together.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 39
 
   After nine weeks at sea, and the coast of Algolus rising off the prow, Lis had ordered the quartermaster to avoid landfall and turn sept.
 
   “Into the Darqmist Sea?” he had asked.  “What for?”
 
   She hadn’t told him.  He had a snowy beard and the wily experience of decades at sail, and that experience seemed to render him immune to the fears that might have afflicted a younger seaman.  He stayed his protests.  “Nothing there,” he grumbled, and that was all.
 
   “You’ll be paid,” she assured him.  “Whether something is there or not is a question I must answer for myself.”
 
   Then came two days of fog, and nothing more.
 
   Lis stayed close to the rail, braving the cold, bundled in sailor’s wool outerwear she borrowed from the crew.  The fog curled over the foredeck and poured into the hatches, bringing eerie sounds with it – she could hear the regular quiet splashes as the Sea Magus cut through the water, and from time to time, larger splashes from well off.  She wondered about whales, and serpents, and other things the fog might be hiding.
 
   On the third day, there was still no trace of the island Jones had described.  She knew there was no chance of sighting it, unless by some freak circumstance of weather, the fog broke.  No, she would have to hear the island – hear the sound of surf breaking on rock.
 
   She ordered the quartermaster to tack, and sent the Sea Magus into a broad search, zigzagging over the water.  She kept the boy’s lock of hair in her coat pocket, and reached in to touch it now and then, perhaps to be sure it was still there.
 
   What was she now?
 
   She had never felt like a duchess, and no longer felt like an officer of the law.  Was she an explorer, like the first brave ship captains who had circumnavigated Algolus?  Or was she like those madmen who had stumbled upon Mira?  Or those who had sailed on a steady course into the vast unknown ocean, never to return?
 
   On the fourth day, the quartermaster found her at the rail and interrupted her efforts to listen to the sea.  “Our fresh water supply is running low.  I won’t sail us in circles out here until we die.  We turn aust at sunset, and straight on to Albueshire.  Today is the last day of your mad hunt.”
 
   She didn’t answer, and after waiting a moment for some sort of acknowledgement, the quartermaster strode off, grumbling.
 
   What if the island didn’t exist?
 
   She did not tolerate doubt, and an instinct surged within her to push the thought from her mind.  The island was there – it had to be, or Simon Jones had lied to her and proven himself every bit the villain she had hoped he was not.  He had condemned her to shame and ridicule in Albueshire, condemned her to return to Mira, condemned her to hunt him down and hang him.
 
   She had to find the island, or else… best to let the drinking water run out.
 
   She tried to settle into the silence disturbed by the quartermaster, tried to get back to listening.  But something was wrong – she couldn’t pick out the trickle against the hull as the Sea Magus cut through the water.  A new sound rode the fog to her, rising above everything, like a choir of voices lifted in song.
 
   She closed her eyes.  The sound was peculiar, unnatural, distorted by the fog… but beautiful.  It really did sound like singing.
 
   The heavy clang of the lookout’s bell at the crow’s nest shattered her concentration, and her eyes shot open.
 
   The fog was lifting.
 
   Dark swells rolled beyond the rail, and as fog crept up like smoke from an extinguished fire, green cliffs appeared a mile to starboard.
 
   She wanted to call to the quartermaster, but she had no breath to speak.
 
   Galton’s Island, she thought.  It is real.
 
   This island would secure her standing – perhaps as Major, perhaps as explorer – in any case, there would be no duchess’s tower for her.  Simon Jones had been right.  And she had been right to trust him.  
 
   Lis heard exclamations among the crew as they leapt to work, turning the ship to put the island off the prow.  The fog broke further as the ship closed in, and blue sky appeared over the island – a round, steep-cliffed mesa, green with willowy, peculiar-looking trees across the whole of its top.  The alien singing grew louder.
 
   They would have to circle it, Lis thought, to find a place to land.  But the strangeness of the trees distracted her.
 
   They were immense – hundreds of feet high, and their curving fronds hung partly down the island’s cliffs and swayed to an inscrutable rhythm.  She stared at them as if they held her in a hypnotic grip, and she knew with inevitable certainty that this island might be as different from Mira as Mira was from Algolus.
 
   The sounds of the island rolled over the sea to her little ship, and she realized that it was the trees.
 
   The trees were singing.
 
   Singing a welcome, perhaps, or singing a warning, or singing for some unfathomable purpose that would be hers to discover.  She didn’t know.
 
   Not yet.
 
   But she knew one thing.
 
   Change had come.  Nothing would ever be the same for her.
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   AFTERWORD
 
    
 
   Thank you for purchasing this ebook. It came about after so many readers praised New World with kind reviews online. So if you enjoyed Hair of the Bear, please tell a friend or leave a review at Amazon or your favorite online bookstore. That's the best way to assure that book three gets written!
 
    
 
   You can also stop by my site and sign up for the newsletter. Now and then (but not often), I'll send out a freebie coupon for one of my ebooks, or announce a contest or giveaway. I'll also let you know when my next book is coming out.
 
    
 
   Thanks again,
 
   – Steve
 
    
 
   NOW AVAILABLE
 
   I have teamed up with three other authors to create Swords for Hire: A Frontier Fantasy and Medieval Western Story Anthology, and it's now up on Amazon.  There are great stories in this, including “Goldseeker,” a short story about an ill-fated Algolan expedition to find the source of vivet gold, and an indentured servant's first experience of the deadly mysteries of Mira.  Watch out for a familiar mountain man called Bogg, who makes an appearance or two.  ("Outlanders who get themselves into woods this far and snakey ought to be bored for the simples," says Bogg.)
 
    
 
   Editor Derek Alan Siddoway calls the collection "Louis L’Amour meets George R. R. Martin... Medieval historical fantasy clashes with the rugged American Western." Find it at Amazon here: http://www.amazon.com/Swords-Hire-Frontier-Medieval-Anthology-ebook/dp/B01BD7M2JK
 
    
 
   You can find a list of all my books here: http://www.amazon.com/Steven-W.-White/e/B004SUP260
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