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" The Great Desert Anauroch

Prologue

The hill giant waited behind the porteullis, scowling
s the blast of rumpets heralded his arrival. His hulking

"~ figure, with stooped shoulders and gangling arms, filled

the archway almaost entirely. A child could not have
squeezed between his rotund torso and the granite walls
‘of the inner gate, while the crown of his pointed skull
came close to scraping the vaulted ceiling.

It appears Noote passed the winter safely enough,”
‘observed Camden. The king was watching the giant
from the window of the royal library. “He's as plump as
ever.”

e s also eight hours early,” griped Bjordrek. The

Was a gray- -haired man with a slender nose
anda painted beard. "Perh aps I should send him away
Tor a few hours, Your Majesty.”

Cﬂmdml shook his head. *Let's be happy he managed
A6 arrive on Brianna’s birthday. That's doing well for a
hill giant." Though the king tned to sound cheerful, his
wards seemed hollow and melancholy—even to him.
Hoping to do better, Camden leaned out the window and
«alled, “Raise the gate for my friend!”

The portcullis began to rise, the muffled clatter of its
hidden chains rattling across the expanse of the inner
ward. While he waited, Camden surveyed the prepara-
tions for the evening's celebration. From the spire of
every tower waved a pennant of purple or gold, while the
standards of the royal guard hung over the interior wall,
Spaced at even intervals so each company would know
where to stand. Dozens of servants wandered about with
brushes and pails, scrubbing indiscernible bits of grime
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off already clean surfaces, The cobblestones, scoureg
three separate times during the last tenday, shined like
gilver,

Still, the king was not satisfied. “Bjordrek!”

The chamberlain scurried to his side. “Yes, Your
Majesty?"

Camden pointed to a section of yellowed tapestry that
could be seen through a window across the courtyard,

“Did 1 not say that everything visible from the inper
ward was to be fresh and clean? The evening must he
perfect for my daughter!”

Bjordrek's face reddened, whether with embarrass:
ment or anger the king could not tell. *1 shall reprove
the Sergeant of the Gate myself, Your Majesty.”

Camden made no reply, for Noote had ducked under
the portoullis and was now striding across the ward.
Fresh bearskins covered the hill giant's chest and loins,
and a salchel of untanned deer hide dangled from his
shoulder. He wore his coarse, black hair cropped short
and ragged, while his tinv round ears seemed out of
place on'a head so large and lumpy.

When Noote saw the king watching him, he took the
satchel from his shoulder and raised it into the air.
“Noote bring present!”

Camden foreed himself to smile, trving not to think of
what the satchel might contain, “That wasnt necessary,
my friend,” he called. *Your presence will be gift
enough.”

The hill giant returned the smile, revealing a set of
jagged gray teeth filed (o sharp points, and stopped out-
side the king's library. Though the second floor of the
High Keep was nearly twenty feet off the ground, Noote
had to lower lis head to peer inside, He opened the
satchel and withdrew the half-frozen carcass of a snow
leopaed. its head smashed to a gory mess.

“Brianna like?" The hill giant displayed the dead beast
by its tail. “Kill myself”

The QGRE'S PAcT

“Certainly.” Camden had to fight to keep his nose
from wrinkling at the odor. “It's—well, the pelt is really

“quite exquisite, isn't it

“(ootl.” His eyes twinkling with delight, the hill giant

‘dropped the carcass back into its sack.

The king eved the satchel, imagining how his daugh-
ter might react when Noote dropped the squalid thing
acrass her lap. After a moment, he returned his gaze to

the giant's face and, still smiling, suggested, “Perhaps
Bijordrek can take your gift and have il prepared.”

" Noote frowned, puzzled as to what preparations might
be necessary. Nevertheless, he readily nodded. *Don't

lose claws.” he advised. “Make good wolf collar”

The hill giant stuffed the malodorous satchel through
the window. Camden quickly stepped aside to lel his
chamberlain accept the gift.

* “Fll take this to the tanner immediately,” sniffed Bjor-
drek, refuctantly wrapping both arms around the heavy

Wes, that's good,” agreed Camden, Although it would
take much longer than a day to prepare the pelt prop-
erly, the chamberlain would have little trouble securing

-a suitable replacement from the roval tannery. “Perhaps

you could have it made into a nice cape or shawl—or
something.”

“I'll see what I can do.” The chamberlain went to the
doar, but hesitated there. “Before | go, is there anything
I'ean do o help you relax?”

“What do you mean by that?"

Bjordrek winced at the king’s tone. “Forgive me for
saying so," he said timidly, “but you seem rather upset.”
~ Wlamdisconcerted, it's because of your woefully
madequate preparations,” Camden snapped.

The king made no attempt to conceal the exchange,
lor he knew that nothing upset Noote more than being
excluded from a conversation. Besides, over the Vears,
Camden and the hill riant had developed a peculiar
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camaraderie, sharing with each other a great many
things more personal than the king's feelings toward his
chamberlain.

Bjordrek stood in the doorway, a resentful spark flae
ing in his eyes. He bowed and began to back away.

“Wait " The king's tone was gentler, for he could see
that he had pushed Bjordrek to the breaking point.
“You've done well. If I'm tense, it's because [ worry
about my daughter.”

That much, at least, was true,

Biordrek nodded sympathetically. "Then Brianna
hasn't told even you whom she'll choose tonight?"

“MNo.”

The chamberlain sighed. "Let us hope it won't be the
scout,” be said. "It wouldn't do to have the princess
marry a commoner—especially that one. Can you inrag-
ine what the earls would do if a firbolg were to become
king?"

“The one thing I do know is that Brianna won't marry
Tavis Burdun.” Camden’s voice was as morose as il was
certain. “You and the earls may rest assured of that "

The chamberlain cast his eyes toward the heavens,
*At least we can thank Stronmaus for that much.”

Biordrek bowed again, then disappeared into the stair-
well,

Neote cursed in the rumbling language of his race
*Noote not expect wedding!” he grumbled. “Only bring
one present.”

Slowly, the king turned to face the hill giant. “There's
no need for concern, Noote,” he said. “You know as well
as | do Brianpa isn't going to marry anyone.”

The hill giant furrowed his heavy brow, then rubbed
his leathery knuckles across his chin. His gaze grew sad
and dropped toward the ground.

“Oh, yeah,” he said. "Noote forget about that."

-

—

»>] <
The Weary Giant

Through the open window of the enormous hall rolled
aseries of distant bellows, rumbling like muted drum-
beats beneath the melody of the lodge musicians, Tavis
Burdun rose from his seat and raised his palm toward
hi= performers. The fipple pipe squealed into silence
and the tambourine crashed to a stop, bringing the
dance of the fire giant to a jumbled, stomping halt. From
the streets oulside came the slapslap of a flat-footed run-
per. The lumbering gait was distant and erratic, too
heavy for a human foot, each step echoing slightly
louder as it rebounded off the rough-hewn walls of the
Weary Giant Lodge.

The dancer cast an impatient glare down at the ban-
guet table, Dressed only in a tunic and loincloth of red
dragon hide, the fire giant was a lanky figure with thin
legs resembling barren sumac boles, long spindly arms,
and skin as black and shiny as coal, His blocky head
loomed among the murky rafters more than twenty feet
above, his scarlet hair and orange beard reminding
Tavis of a fireball bursting high in the night sky.

T finish miydance,” the fire giant demanded.

“Of course, Kwasid, But give me a moment—please.”

The innkeeper knew dancing was sacred to fire giants,
but Kwasid would have to endure a short interruption.
Tavis did not like what he heard outside, and with
Princess Brianna among his guests, he had no intention
nflﬂtmg something unpleasant develop on the grounds
of the Weary Giant.

Affer listening to the distant steps for a moment longer,
Tavis said, “There’s a verbeeg loose in the village.”
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“Verbeeg!” The voice came from two seats away,
There sat Ear] Ruther Dobbin, lord mayor of Stagwick
with a pitcher of ale and a pile of goose bones before
him. “A verbeeg in my village?”

"I'm afraid s0,” Tavis answered. Verbeegs were one of
the races of giant-kin, cousins of true giants. They werp
noterious thieves, for they believed that all things
belenged to all people. “And it sounds as though he's
heavily loaded.”

Earl Dobbin considered this; his round face slowly
stiffening with tension. Finally, he scowled at Tavis,
“Phaw! You can't know it's a verbeeg! Why not a hill
giant, or-even an ogre?”

Either option would have been preferable to a ver-
beeg. Hill giants seldom stole anything valuable, and if
they did, their chieftain, Noote, forced them to return it
Qgres were even less cauge for concern. Though they
were the most savage of giant-kin, for some unknown
reason no ogre had committed a crime within the king
dom of Hartsvale in twenty years.

Unfertunately for Earl Dobbin, Tavis was sure of whai
he'd heard. “If a hill giant were running through Stag
wick’s narrow streets, he'd be knocking huts down with
every step,” the innkeeper explained. “And ogres have
high arches. They move on the balls of their feet, so
their soles don't slap the groumd.”

The earl's cheeks reddened. “I've killed an ogre or
two in my time,” he said. “I've seen nothing strange
aboul their feel.”

“Then you never lhoked, as I'm sure Tavis has.” The
retort came from Runolf Saemon, who sat on the other
side of Tavis. A tall, wiry fellow with a hooked nose and
pale eyes as blue:as mountain columbines, Runolf was
the only man in the room whe could chastise the lord
mayor in such a manner. As Sergeant of the Northern
Frontier, he commanded a full company of the Border
Guard, and not even Earl Dobbin would risk the king's

(6]
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wrath by speakin lightly against such a man. "Before
Tavis ;ﬁ;gf: Imﬁ aﬁer this inn, he was the best scout
in the Border Guard." ‘ .

* Tavis felt the heat rising to his cheeks. The compli-
ment dit not embarrass him, for he was well aware of
'g'ﬂpﬁtatiﬂn. But he found it disconcerting to hear his
fame vaunted by the man who had taught him every-
thing he knew. He turned to his mentor and said, “Hf
$hat's true, it’s only because [ had the finest teacher in
the kingdom.” _

~ #ur admiration for each other is most touching,”
sneered the lord mayor, “but it fails to convince me you
can learn so much about a marauder from his footfalls,
Even if he’s a verbeeg, how can you know he carries a
heavy load?"

~ Before Tavis could point out the unsteady rhythm of

‘he marauder's steps, Princess Brianna said, “I'm sure

Tavis is 4 better judge than you of verbeeg gaits.” Seated
Between Tavis and the lord mayor, the princess had
pndured their debate with atypical patience. “If you don't
believe him, perhaps you should run along and see for

yourself.”

- To emphasize her point, Brianna glared at the earl.
From what Tavis gathered, most humans did not con-
sider the princess beautiful. She was extremely tall for
“her race, with a frame as sturdy as a man's and a height
Just a few inches shy of seven feet. But to the former
Scput, a firbolg who stood over eight feet himself,
Brianna was the picture of élegance. She had a striking
face with clear skin, a dimpled chin, and sparkling eves
48 purple as the {lowers in her hair, Her long tresses
Were as fine as spider silk and more yellow than gold,
Wh'ﬂ_f her figure was distinctly feminine, with long grace-
ful imbs and gentle curves.

_ Earl Dobbin finally withered under the princess’s
stare and looked away, glancing around the hall with an
‘#ir of distaste. “I wouldn't dream of leaving you in this
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inn alone,” he said, "My guards are quite capable of dey].
ing with the marauder—whatever his race—without my
supervision.” i

“I'm sure thal's true, but | still don't want him trying
to hide in the Weary Giant." Tavis glanced down the
table, where eleven orphans of various ages sat gathered
around the end. All residents of the Weary Giant, they
were the reason the firbolg scout had left his beloved
Border Guard to become an innkeeper. “Avner, go and
close the courtyard gate.”

A sandy-haired boy of fifteen rose from his chair. “I'|
close the gate," he said. His eves were steely gray, much
teo hard and cunning for his years. “But that won't stop
a thiel. He'll just slip the bar or climb the wall. | would.”

Tavis gave the boy a reproving frown. “Not anymore, |
trust,” he said. “Besides, with Earl Dobbin’s guards after
him, he won't have time for that.”

Avner rolled his eyes. “Those oafs never stopped me.”

“Now, Avner!” Tavis snapped, grimacing. No good
could come of reminding the lord mayor that most of the
Weary Giant’s orphans had lived as sireet thieves before
coming to the lodge,

With a cavalier shrug, Avner went to the door. The
boy had not even stepped outside before Kwasid's voice
pealed down from the rafters.

“Now | dancer”

The scout nodded, drawing an ivory-toothed grin from
the giant. Against the dark background of the roof, the
sinile looked like a crescent moon that had slipped and
fallen on its back,

The musicians, a brother and sister whose parents
had perished in a blizzard, raised their instrumenis and
ance again the melodies of the fire piant's fervent song
rolled through the chamber, Kwasid stomped in a circle.
Each time a foot struck the ground, sparks of orange
shet from beneath his ironclad boots, and platters and
mugs jumped off the surface of the banquet table, The

g8
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entire hall resonated to the giant's performance, the
rough-hewn posts and timber rafters all shuddering in
time to the beat.

Kwasid's eyes glazed over. Wisps of fire flickered
upon his ebony fingertips, then he spread his arms and

‘began to spin. Ribbons of golden flame arced through

the hall’s murky heights, licking at the gray rafters and
roof planking. The giant's mouth opened, and he sang
with the voice of fire, filling the hall with a crackling
ehant more eerie than it was beautiful.

‘The performance unnerved Tavis's guests as well as
mesmerized them, bul the flames did not worry the

acuul'. He had seen enough fire giant dancers to know

that their control was absolute. As terrifying as the per-
formance appeared, Kwasid would not allow the ancienl
timbers of the Weary Giant to burn,

Without taking his eves off the dance, Tavis leaned
toward Princess Brianna. I hope you're enjoying your-
sell.” He had to speak loudly to make himself heard over
the giant's crackling voice, “This banquet won't equal
the ball at Castle Hartwick this evening, but the children
wanted to show their gratitude for all your help.”

“There's no need to thank me,” she said. “As a priest-
ess of Hiatea, I must help.” Hiatea was a deity of the

giants, but many humans in Stagwick also worshipped

heras the goddess of nature, family, and child-rearing.
“And besides, it's no trouble.”

My lady, yvou're too modest,” Tavis said. In the few
months since he had found himself in charge of the
orphans, the princess had made the long ride from
Castle Hartwick at every opportunity, always bearing
gifts of elothing and other necessities for the children,

_']_Sufpfct you'd help us even if your goddess did not

it

“Certainly not!” snorted the lord mayor. “The princess
wnuld never consort with rabble by choice.”
Brianna graced Earl Dobbin with an acid smile, *To
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the contrary, Lord Mayor,” she said, "I I were to shup
all the rabble in the kingdom, | should have to lock
myself away from my father's courfiers and instruct my
servants to admil no one but these poor orphans.”

Earl Dohbin’s face darkened, and Brianna returned
her attention to Kwasid. The fire giant was near the end
of his performance, kneeling on the floor, his torsy
whirling wildly and his fingertips trailing cyclones of el
livw flame.

Kwasid's gyrations stopped, and he threw his chip
back, arching his spine until the erewn of his skull
touched the floor. His eves flared like embers, and, with
a tremendous shudder, he sprang high into the air, The
giant's hands streaked furiously about his body, weaving
afiery orb of such brilliance that Tavis could hardly bear
to look at it.

Kwasid's voice erupled in 2 booming crescendo, The
sphere vanished in a blazing flash of gold. leaving the
fire giant standing in the center of the room with his
upraised palms pressed against the hall’s smoking roof,
His breath came [n broken gasps, as hot as forge gas
and twice as mordanl. The room remained entirely still,
evervone at the banquet table too frightened or stunned
tospeak.

Before the dazed audience could gather its wits to
applaud, a dull boom sounded from the courtyard.
“Unbar these gates!” cried a man's muffled voice. “By
the authority of Lord Mavor Dobbim, open up!”

Nuoting that he eould no longer hear the verheeg's
footsteps echoing through the streets, Tavis rose and
bowed to Brianna.

“Excuse me, Princess,” he said. “Avner may be reluc-
tant to open the gate lo the earl's men, so I'd better
answer il myself.”

The sceut stepped to the chimniey, where his hick-
ary bow, Bear Driller, hung: Runolf had helped him
make the weapon, which was as famous as the firbolg

10
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-'ﬁhnselfv-ﬂﬂd a foot taller. As he 1_tmk tl_:i' 1‘J_|:w and its
arrow quiver off the hooks, Brianna's violet eyes
& F&jrell;: ;:-I:jrg]ﬂn't need that to talk to the lord mavor's
men?"shegasped. : .

~ #Just a precaution, Tavis said, pausing to give the
i s o regsauring smile, The scout wasin no hurry,
for the lord mayor's guards had long ago learned that it
anpered the giant traders who stayed at the inn to have
the gates of their lodging battered down. “With ver-
‘beegs about and the guard pounding at the gate, it's bet-

ter to be cautious.”

" Runolf also rose. “With your permission, Princess, I'll
10 with Tavis.” As he had all morning, the sergeant
‘spoke rather softly when he addressed Brianna, an
amusing contrast to the courage with which the man
eonfronted dragons and marauding giants. Glancing at
'Ear]l Dabbin, Runolf added, “Perhaps the lord mayor
“would like to come along?”

~ Thie earl scowled at this suggestion. "I'll stay with
Brianmd, in case something unfortunate should happen.”

~ Brianna's bodyguard, who had spent the entire ban-
quet standing at the wall behind the princess, stepped

Torward: *No need for that,” he grunted, "That's why I'm

Like Tavis, Morten was a firbolg—but the semblance
ended there. With a stout frame and a height of twelve
feel, the bodyguard was as large for their race as the
stout was small. He had a broad nose with an orb-
‘Shaped end, brown eves the size of gruel bowls, and a
mane of red hair that would have put a glacier bear to
Shame. Though his face showed no emotion, his eyes
Were as alert as those of an eagle, and the huge sword

iging from his belt suggested that if something unfor-

"hma:te happened, Earl Dobbin's help would not be
Tequired to protect the princess.

Nevertheless, Tavis faced the cautious earl. “Do as
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you think best, Lord Dobbin.” He tried to keep the spite
out of his veice, trusting the princess would note the
lord mavor's cowardice without his help. “T'douhy
there'll be trouble, and I'm sure you'll enjoy the elder
berry tarts the children have made.”

Tavis motioned for two of his orphans to fetch the
desserts, then he and Runolf stepped out the door. The
inn's courtyard lay between the dining hall and the barn,
a fresh layer of straw stréwn over the ground. The
square was blocked at one end by the sleeping lodge
and at the other by a log stockade, In the center of the
enclosure stood a well and drinking trough for the an-
mals. Avner was nowhere to be seen, but the youth had
closed and barred the gate

“We're done waiting!” cried the guard’s angry voice.
“Open up, or we'll batter your gate down!”

Tavis raised his brow at the threal, for it was no secret
in the village that a fire giant was staving at the inn. “Be
patient,” he advised. "1'm on my way."

The scout started toward the gate, his eves searching
the ground for any sign of a struggle. He saw a few
clumps of straw that had been kicked up when he had
escorted Brianna into the ino that morning, but little

The yellow blanket had not been disturbed since,

vis slung his quiver over his shoulder, then pushed
the crossbar oul of its hooks. The beam had barely hil
the ground before a dozen of the mayor's guards pushed
the gates open and stormed into the courtyard. All were
humans, wearing polished leather armor with the
hawk's-head crest of Lord Mayor Dobbin. Half carried
crosshows so lar:,,l* they could not be aimed without the
aid of supporting crutches, and the others carried thick-
shafted pikes. They arrayed themselves in a half circle
around Tavisand Runolf.

The group leader pointed his crosshow at Tavis, “Give
me Lhe thief," he ordered, "Hand over the verbeeg, or
we'll tear this inn down!”

o
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= "Wf at verbeeg?” asked Runolf.

“The guard n narrowed his eyes. “This time you've gone

ar, Burdun! When you send your thieves to Dobbin
- even the pnnns:-. can’l save vou!”

jﬁve no thieves,” Tavis responded. "Only children

:aﬂd‘.’l'lll' sugﬂ‘i ane of whom happens to be a fire giant.

gﬂ Ll
it aguardspun away. "Search thé grounds,” he

d, waving his crossbow arou nd Eh:* courtvard.

-ﬂﬂﬂnﬂ = voice rang oul from thc- inn, stopping the
’ y before it started. “That's hardly necessary,” she
""Jerheegs are not mice, They do not hide in

.and crannies.”
Tavis tirned to see Brianna leading Morten and Earl
.Im through the inn’s massive doorway. The princess
sllced across the courtyard, her bot arel and the

? By & buildings apart log by log!

: g.aria pace behind, and stopped at Tavis's side. She stud-

ﬂ.’le lord mayor's men for a moment, then glared
down at Earl Dobbin,
""Why are your guards beleaguering poor Tavis againi”
¢ lord mayor swallowed, then looked to the leader
guards, "Stinson?”
~ “A verbeeg broke into your manor,” Stinson explained.
*We chased the marauder to these grounds, and the
';_g.‘lterlmrd nght after he entered. Someone had to be
-waiting for him."
Lady Brianna studied the ground near the gate. “Your
men must be mistaken,” she said. “I see no verbeeg
tracks.”

Tﬂﬂs frowned. She was right. There were no heel
miarks, no barren patches where the straw had been
straped away, no hint al all that a heavy foot had entered
1I-:‘m"7“'-"*“111-"zlrli Yet it had been only a few hours since
Morten walked through the gate. The bodyguard’s
tricks should still have been visible.

Earl Dobbin studied Stinson, then asked, “How sure
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are you of whal you say?”

“I saw it with my own eyes,” the guard replied. “We
were less than a hundred paces down the lane.”

The lord mayor looked back to Brianna. “I must insist,
This isn’t the first time my men have followed a thief 1
this inn."” The earl pointed at his guards, dividing them
into groups of four. “You search the dining hall, you take
the lodge. The rest of us will search the barn.”

“Lord Mayor, by the grace of my father’s law you have
the right to run your villag . Brianna
hissed. “But | promise you this: if your men break 5o
miuch asa mug, vou won't néed to come to the ball this
evening. You won? be the earl 1 pick as a hushand.”

The lord mayor winced, for many considered him the
most likely choice. Tavis did not share that opinion, and
with good reason—or at least with what seemed good
reason to him. During the last few months, the princess
had spent more time at the Weary Giant than with all of
her noble suito mbined—not all of it with the chil-
dren. Of course, the scout realized that the earls would
be flabbergasted if she named him as her [uture hus-
band, but he still had high hopes. There were few things
Brianna enjoyed more than outraging the royal court,
and she had even kissed his cheek a time or two.

After a moment, Earl Dobbin regained his composure
and sneered in Tavis's direction. 5till addres
Brianna, the lord mayor said, "I don’t know why yo
would take the word of a commoner over that of a noble,
but I'm about to prove that this firbélg is nothing but 4
knave."

With that, theear] started for the barn's closed door
Brianna and Tavis walked at hisside, while Morten
remained a pace behind his mistress. The lord mayor's
guards brought up the rear of the procession. As they
approached the barn, the scout noted that the straw had
not been disturbed since it was laid down. Yet, he had
walched Lady Brianna lead her horse into the barn just

Tue OGRE'S PacT

if morning. At least a few ol the yellow stems should
‘heen bent or snapped. _

» Jord mavor stopped before the door and mo E;fu‘u::fl

e men to open it. As the guards oheyed, Tavis dis-

v wsed his bow to scrape away some of the straw

th his feet. The layer below was as yellow and

the one on lop, and a U-shaped depression

"where a horse’s foot had crushed some stems,

ne—no doubt Avner—had spread a fresh cover
straw over this part of the courtyard.

e the door was open, the lord mayor's guards

inside while everyone else waited in the court-

great cacophony of scraping and braying arose

-shoved mangers about and pulled startled mules

their stalls—this in spite of the fact that such areas

too small to hide a verbeeg. From the back of the

"building came a series of muffled thuds as two guards

mped up the loft ladder. Tavis cringed, fearing the

shout of an angry verbeeg would shake the barn, but the
" only eries were the indignant screeches of an owl,
A

¢y Brianna scowled al the clamor. “Earl Dobhin,
‘better hope they find your thief,” she threatened.
wise, I'll see to it that my father's men visit the

e i I find my thief?" the lord mayor demanded.
' mime me as your husband then?”
en | will consider it,” Brianna sneered.

. hﬁﬂl that, the princess stepped into the barn, Tavis

Hewed. Morten close on his heels. The air recked of
sh manure and straw. The mules, most owned by vil-
who lacked room to hoard the beasts themselves,
d gathered in the back corner, around a huge mound
W someone had pushed down from the loft. Two

* ofthe lord mayor’s guards were busily pounding the

'-ﬂ_‘:_l'l;lm with the butts of their weapons, apparently
émnﬂ for secret doors that did not exist, while the
Eer two cursed and grunted in the loft, uging their
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spears to probe the enormous mass of hay and stray
stored there.

After surveying the scene, the lord mayor picked his
way to the only stall that had not been opened. Abgye
the gate the rear quarters of Lady Brianna’s horse ¢
be seen. The mare was black with white flecks, and hag
a snowy tail as fine as silk. The earl studied the pen for g
moment, apparently unsure whether to open it.

“Dan't do it, Earl,” Tavis warned. “Blizzard is very pap.
tcular about who touches her.”

The lord mayor studied Tavis fora moment, then g
cunning smile crossed his lips. *What better way to
cover the verbeeg's hiding place than to place a spirited
horse over itF" He raised the latch and cautiously opened
the gate.

Morten started to uiter a warning, but Brianna cut the
firbolg short. “"Be quiet,” she hissed. *The foo] was
warned.”

The lord mayor stood aside for a moment, watching
the horse carefully. Blizzard's tail stopped twitching, and
she did nol move, even t0 stamp a foet. Finally, the eard
gave Tavis a confident sneer and slipped into the stall,

Blizzard whinnied—once, When the intruder did nol
leave, she brought her hool down on his foot and
smashed her hindquarters into his chest, He screamed
in pain and shoved her away, then backed, limping, oul
of the pen, The mare was not satisfied. She bucked her
rump high into the airand kicked outwith both rear
feet, Her hooves caught him in the chest. The lord
mayor's feet left the ground, and he sailed across the
cenler passage, smashed into a stanchion post, and from
there collapsed to the floor, his sable cape dangling in a
manure gutter.

“You see? Tavis does tell the truth,” Brianna said, The
princess, who was a skilled healer, kneeled at the groan-
ing earl’s side. After running her hands over his torso,
she pulled him roughly to his feet. “Your ribs aren't bro-
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et brused. You'll survive.”
" " can'l . .. breathe!” the lord mayor gasped.

nder. You smell like a dung heap!” Brianna
She shoved him into the hands of his two
ake your master and wash him, so he can
wind.”
abant the verbeeg?” asked a puard.
is no verbeeg,” Brianna snapped. "Now per-
56 vou should do as | suggested.” :
The earl glared at Brianna and shook his head. "Fin-
he search,” he rasped.
mﬁls.res’umerl their havoe; though they were
{ probe the foor of Blizzard's stall only from the
g pens. [t was nol long before they shoved the
p to search the straw piled at the base of the
der. Soon, one of them thrust his spear deep into
heap and withdrew a bloody tip.
ot something!” he chortled.
The other guards pointed their weapons at the heap.
ott, thief," ordered one,
mething stirred, then a sharp hiss sounded from
filling the barn with a foul, sulfurous stench.
out in disgust, the guards doubled over and
n to throw up.
theé next instant, a cacophony of braving and
sereeching filled the air. The mules bolted for the doer,
joined by a swarm of rats that had scurried from beneath
themangers and several owls that had dropped from the
ters. Morten stepped in front of Brianna, forcing the
etle to divide around her and consequently pro-
¢ Tavis, Runolf, and Earl Dobbin as well. Still, the
mayor did not escape unscathed. The horrid smell
d him to retch, and the resultant heaving of his
. ._-;l'fhﬂ dropped him to his knees in pain.
lacier skunk!” Tavis gasped, more perplexed than
ed by the rancid stench. Glacier skunis rarely left
mountain homes, and he had never heard of one
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actually entering a village.

The others in the room were less curious thay
alarmed. Morten swept Brianna up in his arms and lypg.
bered out the door with Runolf close en his heels. Neyy
went the guards, deubled over, stumbling, and stinkj
like carcasses left in the sun to rot. They abandoned the
lord mayor readily, for glacier skunks were to the
smaller striped and spotted skunks what true giants
were to giant-kin. When a glacier skunk’s fumes hit a
man, rivers of stinging tears poured from his eyves. hol
embers filled his throat, and his stomach churned like 3
tumbling boulder. Sometimes he coughed blood, oeeg-
sionally he stopped breathing, and, worst of all, the awful
stench stayed with himuntil a cleric cast the proper
spell to remove it

When it became apparent Earl Dobbin did nol have
the strength to rise, Tavis seooped himup in one arm
and left the barn. After handing the man to the cowardly
guards, the scout pulled an arrow from his quiver and
turned toward the barn, prepared to kill the skunk if it
chosge this moment to come running oul.

The ear] grasped Tavis's arm and pulled him back,
“Don't think you've won, Burdun,” he hissed. Tiny beads
of sweat were running down the lord mayor's pained
face, and he could take no more than a shallow breath.
“You'll rue thisday.”

Lady Brianna took the lord mayor's hand off Tavis's
arm. “Why? At least he knows the difference between a
glacier skunk and a verbeeg.” She sneered at the earl,
then added, “I'm certain this afternoon’s events will
make amusing conversation this evening—especially
the part where Tavis carries you from the barn because
vour own guards left you to the skunk.”

The earl's face darkened to a stormy maroon. “Tell
vour tale if you wish,” the lord mayor spat. "Bul h}‘
assured that if you continue to protect this cur and his
thieves, it'll be my story that draws the last laugh.”
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Dobbin pulled free of his men and staggered out

- His guards loitered in the courtyard for a few
5. debating whether or not to continue the

&l Finally, when their fellows returned from the
hall and the lodge without finding any sign of the
they decided to leave rather than search the

¢ guards were gone, Lady Brianna turned to
“Pve emjoyed your party tremendously.”
sorry for the interruption.”

a grinfied. “Don’t be. It was most delightful to
gard plant her hooves in the earl's ribs,” she
| "Bt the time has come [or me Lo leave, There's

st do before the ball this evening.”
avis, his stomach knotting in anxiety, frowned at
n of the ball. “Princess, ['ve a question before you

fEBﬁi,ﬂﬂa’s expression changed to one of concern.
"Yes!
B “*Nour father didn't invite me to the ball.”
~*He didn't mvite any commoners,” the princess said,
‘1“ Tavis nodded. “1 understand, but I'd like to know who
you'll choose this evening.”
- Brianna's gaze fell to the ground, and with it Tavis's
wfl-'bnig'ht, the princess had no intention of outrag-
ing her father's court.
v '_'_’Hhumwer I choose, it will be for the good of the
iony," the princess said, taking his hand. *I hope

a gﬂﬂ ort me in that decision.”

"Hl. Ways support you,” Tavis replied, trying to hide
&E,.’u ippomtment and failing. “But T doubt an unhappy
 Beimeess will be good for the kingdom.”

. , Fearswelled in Brianna's eves. “Damn you,” she said,
% SHE *mﬂf crossed her fips, and she wiped her cheeks.
' }Eﬂlhﬂpﬂw you'd make this easy.”

Aean't do that—yet

. Tavis said. The princess's

 can
Walery oves gave him hope, for the scout saw in her

19




Trow DENNING

tears whal Brianna had not actually said: that no Mattip
what name she spoke tonight, the one in her heary
would be Tavis, *But it’s a long time between ht‘.h'nlha]
and marriage, A lot can happen.”

“What are you going Lo do?” Brianna demandeq
“Have yourself reborn as an earl?” |

“If that's what it takes, yes," the firbolg replied, smil-
ing. “But until then, the best I can do is kill that glacjer
skunk so you can refrieve Blizzard."

The scout turned to ask his menter's help in luring
the beast into the open, but Runolf was nowhe sight,
The sergeant had left without a word, vanishing from
the courtyard as suddenly as he could disappear in the
wilderness, It wasn't like Runolf to leave so rudely. byt
Tavis took no offense, The sergeant may hav s
something alarming as Earl Dobbin left, and decided to
follow, not bothering to excuse himsell because hie did
not want to draw attention to his departure.

Tavis glanced back to Briann ive me a moment
before coming for Blizzard.” he said. “It wouldn’t do to
have you sprayed today.”

The scout took a deep breath and went into the barn,
The air remained close with foul-smelling vapors, but
the stench had already begun to lose its potency. Bliz-
zard was neighing angrily in her stall, whipping her
head from side to side in an attempt to snap her reins
free, Tavis advanced cautiously, watching rafters and
mangers as well as the straw piled beneath the loft lad-
der. A glacier skunk, if that was truly what had hidden
itsel in his barn, was a cunning predator. It could down
a bull elk—or a careless firbolg—as easily as a mountain
lion could.

As Tavis approached te within ten paces of the ladder,
something stirred beneath the straw pile. The scout
pulled his bowstring back, then patiently waited for his
prey 1o show itself before he loosed the shaft. A smaller
hunter might have fired earlier, fearing that one arrow
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d not stop 4 vicious glacier skunk, bu@‘ a single shaft
from Bear Driller would stop a charging moose.
i of steely gray eyes peered from beneath the
#1g the earl gone? whispered a familiar voice.
towered his bow. “Avner!”
boy crawled from the pile and brushed the straw
hody. Behind him came a wnH-:.'w'izw_] skunk m’ilh
fur and a pair of black stripes running down its
ole 1t had a cone-shaped head with round ears, a shiny
ek hose, and four curved fangs drooping beneath its
"The beast’s claws were as long as a bear’s and as
as a lynx’'s, while a needlelike barb protruded
am the end of its furry tail. A red smear marked where
fank had been pierced by a guard’s spear,
at's happening here?” Tavis demanded.
er looked away. "You always say it's important to

| help.”
the youth spoke, the skunk sat down. Before
astonished eyes, it began to enlarge. The beast's
inned i af hair, while its bushy tail
| eared altogether. Its hind legs straightened out
- and bec s grew longer
lem'ﬂr&.sl&nder. the claws retracting to become fin-
ts and the dewclaw spreading outward to become a
‘Finally, the creature’s fangs receded, the snout
dinto i long, crooked nose, and Tavis found
Hooking at the hairy, naked form of a verbeeg.
] giant-kin rose and offered Tavis his hand. “I'm
il of Lyndusfarne,” he said. “I'm happy to make vour
‘Aacquainiance.”
'-":ﬁlﬂ‘i_\'\!rhﬂeg. with gangling arms, bowed legs, and
feet as flat as a beaver’s tail, stood a full head taller
“Tavis. He had a typical build for his race, looking
, Bt and half starved, with a distended belly and
=t90ped shoulders. A scrawny beard hung from his chin,
while 5 thick-lipped mouth gave him an affable—and
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oddly sly—smile. His eyebrows were as gray as his
beard and twice as thick, bestowing upon him a surprig.
ngly sagacious aspect for one with such a steeply sloped
forehead,

Tavis kept his arrow pointed at the intruder’s cheg

and made no move to take the proffered hand. He hag

met enough verbeegs to know their race deserved ijg
devious reputation, and this one's unusual eloguence
only made the scout more suspicious.

When it became apparent Tayis would nol lower hig
arraw, the verbeeg glanced down.at lis nakedness and
blushed. “I beg your pardon,” he said. *How mindless af
me"

Basil reached into the straw heap and pulled out a tat
tered robe of untanned bearskin. The garment stank
almostas much as the rancid vapors that had driven
everyone out of the barn earlier, but that did not stop the
verbeeg from draping it over his scrawny shoulders.

“lalways forget to put my clothes back on after such
changes,” he explained. “It's rather a disorienting expe-
rience.”

*Are you some sort of werebeast?

Basil shook his head. “Heavens no,” he replied. “T'm
just a runecaster—quite harmless, | assure you."

“Verbeegs doa't have wizards.”

“Watch.” Basil replied. He traced a symbol in the alg
filling the area with flickers of golden light. The
sparkles rose and circled the verbeeg's head like a
crown. “Now, which do you doubt—that I'm a verbeeg
or a runecaster?” _

“Neither, [ guess,” Tavis said. “What are you doing
here?” .

Basil looked at the tip of the arrow still pointed at his
chest. “Leaving soon, it appears,” he said. “But firsl, 1
have some business with your young friend.”

Avner's face went pale. “We can forget about that," he
gaid. “T'm just glad to help.”
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ee. An agreement is an agreement.” The ver-
“bed into the straw heap. “Thieves’ honor and

wered his bow and looked at Avner. "What

only answer was a guilty look.
heavy groan, Basil pulled an enormous moose-
from beneath the straw. “In return for hiding
mised Avner half the treasure | took from the
r's house,” the verbeeg explained. He turned
‘over and emplied an entire library of leather-
hooks onto the barn’s grimy floor. *You choose

- the youth shrieked. “1 risked my life for ink
et

hushy evebrows came together in irritation.

- knowledge is the greatest treasure.” The ver-

stooped down and selected a book. “But since you

g eonception of the riches before you, I'll choose

o outside the barn, Brianna called, “Tavis? What's
sning in there?”

e apun toward the barn door, which hung ajar so

could not see into the courtyard. “Wait a

¥ Brianna demanded, Her voice sounded louder,
th she were approaching the barn. *ls some-
ong?”

S'could not think of what to say. Like all firbolgs, it

m impossible for him to lie. He understood the

well enough, but the strain of uttering false
his race more than any other giantkin. If

aptereehaat
Said Something untrue, his voice would crack, he
Hldbreak out in a cold sweat, and his guilty con-
sEewould not let him sleep for a tenday. Thersfore,

- what most firbolgs did when they could not
=L & question honestly: he did not reply.
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Turning to Avner and Basil, Tavis whispered, “Intg
the loft with vou, quick!”

Avner scrambled up in a flagh, but Basil was tog large
to move guickly. He had to climb more slowly, gripp'ruﬁ
the zide rails and taking great care to place each huge
foot squarely on the narrow ladder treads. C ursing the
verbeeg's clumsiness, Tavis grabbed an armiul of stray
and threw it over the books.

“Tavis?" demanded Brianna. “Why don't you answers®

The innkeeper covered the last book, then looked p.
Brianna and Morten stood at the deaor, squinting into the
dirmi barn. !

“Tust a moment—"

Tavis was interrupted by the crack of a snapping
hoard. A loud thud quickly followed, then Basil moaned
in pain. The innkeeper wheeled around and saw the yep.
beeg sprawled on the floor, the loft ladder lving in pieces
around him.

“How unfortunate,” Basil groaned. He pushed himself
into 4 sitting position, then grabbed a shard of gray
board, "[ feared | was too heavy for the ladder ™

A pair of lumbering feet thundered across the barn
floor as Morten rushed (o Tavis's side. The bodyguard
touched the tip of his great sword to Basil's throal and
satd nothing. Lady Brianna followed, though her steps
fell silent before she reached the scout. Tavis turned
around in time to see her pull a book from beneath the
straw. She opened the cover to the title page.

“A Full History of the Dobbins of Stagwick, by Neville
Liobhin, the thirty-fifth Earl of Stagwick,” she read.

Tavis took a single step toward her, “Let me explain.”

“You don't have to,” Brianna replied. “I can see for
mysellf what's going on here.”

The princess drew her arm back and threw the book.
It caught Tavis square in the forehead, breaking the
binding and scattering leaves of parchment in every
direction. The blow was incredibly powerful, much more
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1l thar geout would have expected even for
i t1.11";.'amns*. and he found himself stumbling
oo ymtil at last he tripped over Basil's feet and
ﬂ;;wn at the verbeeg's side. )
se. Brianna. | know this looks !mij— _
laved e for a fool, Tavis," the princess
“WWhile | was protecting you from Earl [obhin,
 looting Stagwick—and | was blind to what
e else saw s plainly as the sun in the sky!”
Tavis started to rise, but quickly found the tip of
2= eword at his throat, “That’s not what hap-

i that, she stepped into Blizzard's stall and untied
the mare. “I'll send someone for the children this
“evening, [ can oaly hope you haven't corrupted them

sevond redemption.” She started toward the door and
m*l_mﬂct vou to be gone by then, It will spare me

‘an abyadance of humiliation—and save you several
decades of torture in my father's dungeon.” _
r h Brianna's voice was cracking with grief, she

ﬂ'ﬂﬂt ook back.
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Coggin’s Rise

Blizzard snorted, then tossed her head and slowg

from a gallop to a trot, angrily stamping the ground each '’

time her front hooves came down. Brianna reluctangye
reined her mount to a stop. She leaned forward and
stroked the mare's sleek neck.

“What is it, girl?”

The horse tipped her ears forward and flared her ngse
trils. After testing the air for a moment, Blizzard's muys
cles tensed, and she became as motionless as a statue,

Scowling, Brianna pulled a silver-handled axe from itg;

saddle sheath. A cool mountain breeze hissed down 5

from Lthe aspen-covered slope ahead. Though sha!
smelled nothing but damp leaves on its breath, tha!
princess konew her mount well enough o realize Blis=
zard had caught the scent of danger. She laid her weapon)
across her lap and, remaining as still as her horse, stud-
ied the path before her,

A canopy of small, heart-shaped leaves hung over the

road. They quivered incessantly in the light breeze, 8

flashing waxy green and dusty silver, filling the air witha
rustle just loud enough to cloak the whisper of creeping
feet. Supporting this shimmering vault were hundreds
of papery white tree trunks, rising from a steep, boulder
strewn slope with ample cover for an ambush.

Thie was Coggin's Rise, named for an ancient earl who
had heen found on its slopes mysteriously torn limb

from limb, and Brianna had learned better than to travel

it recklessly. Once, she had nearly lost Blizzard whend
cave bear sprang from among the boulders along the
trail, and another time a marauding mountain giant ha
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ar from the base of the hill all the way to Castle
ite of her eagerness to return home, she

wise to let her bodyguard inspect the wood.
twisted arouni to look at Morten, lumbering
i es back. After leaving Tavis's inn, she
ard for half an hiour, and the effort of keep-
' Blizzard had nearly done the firbolg in. He
helmet pushed half off his head and his leather
ton loosely Lo offer protection. His buck-
i gs hie back, slung in place by a rope strung
itk his armpits, and his feet had grown so heavy
nbled over the slightest obstacle. He kept his
on the ground, and he was panting so hard
55 saw his chest heave cach time he gasped

ilty pang shot through Brianna's breast, for her
at Tavis had overwhelmed her concern for the fir-
o1 & fire giant would have found it difficult to

e with Blizzard for more than a league, and the

ad forced Morten to run several times that
'was a good thing something had alarmed her
pshe might have run her poor badyguard to

b It might even be possible that an apology was in

rd snortetd again, vanquishing all thoughts of
erow sereeched, then the crack of a snapping
atching a
of something sour and rancid, like curdled
i twisted around to face the forest. She saw
sl @5 the crow rose through the quivering
f leaves, but that was all. Among the white

othing stirred.
e smell did not vanish, and Brianna glanced
i shoulder. “Will you hurry, Morten?” she called

el something.”

firbolg’s chin rose and he sniffed at the breeze.
did not seem to smell anything. Nevertheless,
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from somewhere he summoned the strength 1o Sprint
dozen thudding steps later, he stopped at Brianpg S side
and braced his hands on his knees. He lifted his h“:
and tried o cateh the scent, bul he was gasping g harg
he could not draw air through his nose,

T don't smell anything,” he whi :

“The odor's not very strong,” Brianna said, “hyt s
SO i

“Maybe bear or elk," Morten suggested. “They bath
stink." ]

Brianna scowled. “Wouldn't | know if it was an agj.
mal? As a priestess of Hiatea, she was fam
the creatures of the wild, able Lo identifs
them by their tracks, droppings, calls—or
too mncid. It's more like a goatherd’s che

The firbolg went pale, the fatigue draining from his
face as though he had just risen from a nap in a shady
snowbank. Fixing his gaze on the woods ahead he
raised himz=elf ig eight and tightened the hovk
les of his armeor, “Ogre!” he hissed.

“You ca 1ous,” Brianna scoffed. She found
herself craning her neck to look up at her bodyguard,
despite the fact that she still sat upon her big mare’s
back. “No ogre would dare come this close to Castle
Hartwick.”

Evidently, the firbolg did not share her conviction. He
pulled his helmet down and drew his huge sword. “Wait
here," he said, “T'l scout the wood.™

*We'll go together,” Brianna countered. She was far
from convinced that something as dangerous as an ogre
lurked in the woods ahead. “I don't have time to wait.”

“Better late than dead,” the firbolg grunted. "Besides,
the dance doesn't start until dusk. We've got plenty of
time.”

“I will have to bathe and dress,” Brianna snapped. “Or
do you suggest | enter the ball smelling of horse and
trail?
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aren ied about that before you found
W.’:ﬁ;?grrt:mg," Morten replied. "You just
home 20 you can cry.” _
a firbolg?” Brianna scoffed. Despite her
rincess felt the tears welling in her eyes.
w, she added, “It's the orphans that concern
try to take them with him.”
asked Morten. *“They'd only make his life

= will trade silver and gold for human chil-

i and regretful. “Besides, Tavis isn't really a
¢ was raised among our Kind, not yours.”
ymmon knowledge that Tavis had been born

ibe's stern code of justice, the infant had been held

e for the death and banished. A visiting bear

i carried the babe to Stagwick's only lodge,

andly Isa Wirr had taken the child to raise
langdom's many other erphans.

't matter who raised him,” Morten said.

Bloud is firbolg. It'd freeze in his veins if he tried

e children into slavery.”

e's nothing 1'd like to believe more.” The

58 had to struggle to speak around the catch in

il. “But we can'’t ignore that verbeeg thief. If fir-

Jbladd's so important, how could Tavis lie to us

150 e
i scowled, unable to offer an explanation.
0w how,” Brianna said. “He learned from the
hie grew up with, And when he joined the bor-
, hie learned (o do worse things.”
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Morten shook his hiead, “No. I-l‘-fl‘\‘.ht\lr:"f"_.d
Runolf Saemon, and | hear Hunulf § & good man,"
saitl, “The king relies on him."

"My father relies on all his soldiers. Thay ‘]Utﬁn[

mean he trusts them,” Brianna countered, “Ag fop
Runolf, [ don't Ln.m what to make of him. He seemeg 5
be avoiding me.

“He was nervous,” Morten replied. *Like most Men
when they meet you for the first time.”

*Perhaps, or Inuvhl* he was nervous because he knegy
Tavis to be a thief.” The words left Brianna with g

: feeling in her stomach, but the prine ey
hiad | ..11‘IIH] long ago to trust her mind over her emg.
tions. “There are plenty of humans who think little
enough of stealing to look the other way when thejr
[riend is the thief.”

Morten considered this for a time, then shruggei.
“You'd know better than me.” he sai ut if you're sp
worried about the orphans, why leave them with Tavis in
the first place?”

“Because Tavis Burdun has slain frost giants with that
bow of his," Brianna replied, “And getling otrselves
killed would not save the children.”

Morten's eves flashed in indignation, “['m every bil
that runt’s match,” he growled. “I'd cleave his skull ma
blow."

Brianna grimaced at the image of her hod
huge sword slicing through the scout’s brain.
moment ago, you were defending Tavis,” the princess
observed. “Now you're ready to split his head?"

“All 1 said was | could,” Morten said, hi ilanl tone
betraying his injured pride. “There's a diff

“] didn't mean to insull your fighting skills,” It was a8
close Lo an apology as Brianna would utter. “But who-
ever won, it 'wi tlo the children no good to witness
the combat. Tavis is the only father they know,
sight of him killing or being killed would be a hh
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hearts." 5 e 7
ar has fifty men. Not even Tavis wou
MEan;r{t-n gaid. “Why not demand the earl’s

don't want the lord mayor as a husband,”
e.-:pl;’i.iﬂl:d “Andit'd be just like the ruthless
p the children hostage unt il I married him.”

"}:ﬁ! § he do that?” Morten demanded, his brow
e

ement. “That would violate tlw law!™
mﬂtd her eyes at the firbolg’s naiveté. “Earls
paths around the law,” the princess said.
why we must hurry. The only way to ensure
safety isto send a company of father’s
e patore anyone—whether it be Tavigor Earl

ake them fromi the inn.”

the princess urged her mount forward.
g caught Blizzard by the mane. The horse
head around with teeth bared, but the firbolg
i arm and held her steady. The mare's mouth
t two feet shy of his throat, She whinnied in
ded tojerk free of her captor's grasp, but
ard was not sirong enough to overpower the

let you enter the wood until I've had a look,”
ssaid. “If you can't wait, we'll just have Lo go

mCe

L ake Your search quick,” Brianna snapped. "I
s Tavis disappear with those children, I'll replace
i a fomorian. He might not fight well, but he'd be

-
eT COmpany,

chuckled at the ludicrous threat. Fomorians
mast hideous and wicked of all giant-kin, with
and twisted, evil personalities. Compar-
firbolg was like comparing a turkey buzzard
alﬂmugi:l they had descended from the same
the two were as different s could be.
ot the ambusher down fast as [ can.”
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The firbolg pulled his shield off his back and buckleg

his helmet, then strode forward. As he entereg thiadl

aspen grove, the breeze rose and the flashing aspen
leaves rustled more loudly, reminding Brianng ofg
sound she had heard a hundred times before: the tengg
murmur of the earls and their wives waiting for hap

father to enter the banquet hall. It was a sound as fiyf] of

dread as it was of hope, for such ratherings were polite
‘forms of hattle, where the prestige of great families rtise
and fell on the slippery course of well-told jests or fool.
ish slips of the tongue. But in the next few moments, she
reminded herself, it would be lives and limbs tha| wepe
maimed, not the reputations of pompous and vain men,

Brianna watched Morten creep deeper into the woud,
his helmeted head swiveling back and forth in search of
the ogre. The firholg held his buckler high, so that it
covered his flank from the chin down to the ribs. He
waved his right arm slowly up and down, keeping the
flat of his sword turned outward as if ready to slap away
a flying dart or stone. Every now and then, |
and raised his nose to test the air for his quarry’s scent,
but the princess saw no indication that her bodveuard
smelled anything unusual. By the time Morten had
advanced fifty paces into the grove, Brianna's patience
was at an end. If something dangerous i
among the aspens, the firbolg would have flust
and fiow he was just wasting her time.

Morten suddenly stopped. He spun around and raised
his buckler over his head. At the same time, Brianna
heard a small bowstring strum from the forest canopy. A
dark shaft streaked down from the quivering leaves an
ricocheted off the shield with a sharp ping. The firbolg
let out a shout that the princess could not understantd,
then swung his great sword at a nearby tree. His blade
bit deep, but fell far short of cleaving throtigh the thick
trunk. Still holding his buckler over his head, he threW
himself at the bole, slamming his shoulder into it 0
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aspen shuddered from hase to crown.
: d the bowstring throb a second time, and
arrow bounced off Morten's shield. Searching
for the firbolg's att r, the princess saw
& lanky shadow lurking among the highest
its true shape blurred by flashing aspen

; a jerked his sword free and swung again at the
e, This time, vellow chips flew in all directions,

saw a wedge-shaped void appear in the
* ‘lﬁrhnlg simashed his shoulder into the trunk.
srang through the forest and, as the aspen
shadowy figure in the high branches
ol the tree.
Jooked almost as large as Brianna's body-
h long shoots of leafy boughs sticking out
dy at all angles. As the princess
ark shape slammed inlo Morten's shield.
grunted and collapseid, his attacker still on
arm raised a stone mace above Morten's
srought the weapon down. There was a sick
barbarcus chortle tolled through the forest.
e again.
ed her bejewelled axe. Before she could
orward, her bodyguard smashed his steel
tp his attacker’s bony face. A loud crunch shat
grave, and the ogre pitched over backward.
vonly to spring up as Morten clambered

princess held her mount steady. The ogre stood

to hEl:. ripping boughs of leafy camouflage
His skinny torso was haggard and stooped,
&d shoulders and gangling arms that ended

ygnarl-fingered hands. The brute was » striking

ﬂl‘e bloated churls that travelers from the
e W‘.ht‘.'ﬂ they spoke of ogres, And, judging
d earls liked to tell, he would also be much
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more dangerous. Unlike their oafish cousing qf th
warm lands, northern ogres were 50 vicious ang WIE
ning that even giants avoided them.

Brianna ¢ould have charged the brute from behind,
bul knew better than to try. Any attempt to help now
would only confuse and upset Morten, for her father had.
given them both very clear instructions regarding come
bat: under no circumstances was Brianna to join in hag.
tle. I the danger looked too great, she was 1o escapg
while Morten sacrificed himself. [t was an arrangemeng
that seemed perfectly reasonable to the king and the fir=
bolg, but one the princess resented deeply. She was
quite capable of holding her own in a battle, Not only
had she been trained with axe and sword since childs
hood, she was also blessed with the supernatural
strength of the Hartwick line, a mysterious legacy that
made her almost as powerful as firbolgs,

Brianna heard an eerie, low-pitched rattle break from
the aspen grove, then the ogre charged, at the same
time hurling his weapon at Morten's head. The firbolg
raised his shield and sent the mace clanging away harne
lessly. In the same instant, the ogre leaped into the air
and flew feetfirst at the princess's bodyguard, wrapping
his legs around the firbolg's burly thighs. The lanky
brute gave a mighty twist, already reaching for a bong
dagger hanging from his belt,

Had Morten been smaller or his attacker larger, the
tactic might have toppled him. As it was, the bods
simply stepped back with one leg, bracing himself
the same time breaking free of his foe. The ngre dropped
to his back, Brianna heard a muffled crack as the frbolg
stomped o the brute’s chest, then her bodyguard drew
his sword across the ambusher's throat and finished him

Brianna nudged Blizzard forward, “That didn't take
long!” she called. “Perhaps my father's guards will reach
Stagwick in time to see Tavis off—"

“Stay there!” Morten ordered.
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scowled at Brianna until she stopped mov-
dinto the grove and sniffed the air. He
1 off the road and trotted deeper into the wood,
anto the white forest like a ghosi. The princess sat
\ the irreqilar cadence of cracking sticks that
e, until the muted popping and spap-
distant that she could no longer distinguish
Vthe rustling of the aspen leaves.
aited with growing impatience, becoming
d with edch passing minute that Morten
ately wasting her time. Coggin's Rise stood
ter of Hartsvale, far from the dangerous bor-
bwhere glants and their kin came to raid. It was
thinkable that one ogre had snuck so far into
she could not believe a whole party had. Still,
the temptation to go after her bodyguard,
herself that Morten knew [ar more than she
particular adversary. ‘
, that would not have been so. The princess
or business to know her kingdom's enemies,
ial or otherwise, better than she knew her friends,
case, it had been impossible to ¢arn her
ssthand. No ogre had entered the kingdom
wr of Harts, a three-yvear battle of succession
her father had hired ogre mercenaries 1o van-
power-hungry forces of his evil twin, Dunstan.
, e new king had wisely paid his hirelings
g bonus, in return eliciting a pledge that they
Fave Hartsvale undisturbed as long as Camden
Until today, no ogre had violated that promise.
Brianna had opportunity to study ogres out-

the villey. Like most of her father's thjects, she had

enitire hife without leaving Hartsvale, The king-
an alpine valley located in the heart of the lee
8, known locally as the Ice Spires. The peaks
ige a8 they were forbidding, enclosing the vale

IERImmense rampart of glaciers and granite that
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could not be climbed. Even from here, near the cengey

the kingdom, Brianna could see the distant white {_.;.a
looming in all directions, rising up to scratch o the sky

like the jagged merlons of some vast citadel. i
Of course, there were rifts in the wall: narrow Pagsey
that snaked their way through winding canyons and
over treacherous glaciers before drop nto {li'stam
valleys. But, aside from a handful of adventurous traders
i greed than wisdom, few dared to travel such
ratlis were as dangerous as they were long,

ing and recrossing raging rivers, iraversing shep.®

a thousand feet above ground, and twining thruugh

endless marshes filled with water so cold a man's lips.

would turn blue from drinking it.

Not the least of these hazards were the giants and
their kin. They infested the Ice Spires in all directions,
with the nomadic frost giants wandering the Great Glas
ier to the north and the Gre giants plaguing the dwarves

of Citadel Adbar to the south. To the west, the furtive |
voadkyn abided in the frigid depths of the Coldwood,

while the ascetic stone giants of the easl claimed the
high cliffs overlooking the vast w: of the deserd
Anauroch. And there were at least a dozen more giand

esin the region, tilling the earth of the deep fertile

;, hunting in the conifer fo
s, and lurking in the high desolate p

the only paths over sheer-faced ridges of solid granite;
From Hartsvale, it was literally impossible to travel if
any direction without cressing the territory of at least
one giant tribe, and foolish adventurers who tried to do
s without the aid of an experienced guide seldom sur
vived the attermpt.

Brianna’s wait came [0 an abrupt end when a i]is'_t-'fll'l
thud sounded in the aspen stand, The noise was o [ant
that Brianna could hardly hear it, much less tell the
exact direction it came from. There was a muffied
scream, then another, and finally a chorus of rasping bal
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b
sounds were followed by several more thuds,
: ﬂti;:micr. pellowed out of the forest, full
er.
m}hat her bodyguard had found whal
eching for, and from the sound of it he was
by a fair amount. Though she knew her
want her to return to Stagwick and demand
arotection, Brianna planted her heels in
ﬂbﬁJ urging the mare into the grove. As they
mse Morten had left lying in the road,
her first close glimpse of an ogre.
the tusklike teeth protruding from beneath
lip, the brute resembled a huge, loutish man
fing chin and floppy, oversized ears. From the
his crooked nose hung a bronze ring, while
o with death, had purple irises and white
e wore a wolf-skull headdress that had slipped
s lumpy head to reveal a mass of greasy
d into a tight topknot.

snorted, springing away as if to escape the dis-
'"IE:amelL Brianna guided the mare to where
left the path and easily spied her bodyguard's

series of deep depressions in the m

sling the one the ogre had made before

The princess urged the mare into a gallop, keep-

& locked on the firbolg’s trail and trusting her
ek & safe path. Soon, the sour smell of ogre
janna looked up, but the woods were so

still could not see the battle.
teried out in pain, then rasping battle cries rat-
weveral ogre throats and 2 series of loud blows
through the aspens. First one, then a see-
and fourth ogre howled in agony. The crack of
ﬁ'ee echoed through the stand, followed by a
serash and an inhuman screech. Then the bat-
silent, and Brianna found herself listening
but rustling aspen leaves and the crashing foot-
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falls of her chargmng horse. She slowed Blizzard 1 3 4
knowing that the ogre survivors—if there were ane
wauld be ahle to hear her coming now that the b
quieted.

Maorten's voice rang through the w
Brianna™ Like his message, his tone v
almost incoherent, as if he were too exhausteq ta

speak—or, maore likely, was wounded. “You come | 2 8

The firbolg's voice trailed off,

Brianna urged Blizzard into a gallop. *T'1l he right
there, Morten,” she called. “And thanks be to Hiateg
that vou survived.” 1

Although Merten did not answer, the princess wag

able to follow the terrible smell of ogre bod

of a rocky bluff overlooking the trail. As

Brianna saw a wide band of black arrov

across the hillside and the bloody corpses ¢
ogres strewn among the brown boulders that la
buried in the mossy ground. Like the first

seen, they had purple eves and topknots of greasy hair,

Her bodyguard sat shimped against the broken trunk
af a toppled aspen tree, his dented buckler lyvin
feel. There was a long bloody rift in the side of his hel-
met, his eves were closed, and his breath came in short,
shallow gasps.

As she rode over to Morten, Brianna saw that he had
done his work well. A couple of the ogres had lost arms
or legs to the firbolg's mighty sword and now lay in
pools of foulsmelling blood so deep thers could be nong
left in their bodies. The heads of two more lay several
paces from their gaunt bodies, and a few bodies had
been cleaved nearly in two. One ogre lay beneath the
crown of the toppled aspen tree, his crumpled bod¥
twisted into an impossible shape.

Reaching Marten's side, Brizanna dismounted. She
slipped her silver-handled axe into her belt and grabbed
her waterskin off her saddle, then began to examine the
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s A broken arrow shait protruded from

ve thighs and his leather breastplate was
: ed in a dozen places, but the armor
d any deep cuts.
m:;{ed thi:: chin strap and gently lifted off
Imet. Morten's red hair was matted with
{ that did not in itself alarm her. All scalp
lid freely, even those that were only superfi-
soured water over the slash to wash away the
er surprise, the cut was neither large nor
abaut as long a8 her thumb and so shallow
dl not even see the white bone of his skull.
wmed. “What's wrong, you great pansyz”
half joking. “A little cuf like that shouldn’t

her thumbs on his evelids and drew them

Iz were both the same size and quickly

if in response to the sudden daylight, but

glassy and unfocused, like those of someone

runk too much wine. Brianna let his eyes

grabibed 2 nearby arrow to examine the tip. It
with yellow paste.

tpok Morten's dagper and pushed the blade

igh. When she felt the point slip past the arrow-

twisted the knife and began (o pry, at the same

her free hand to pull the broken shalt out of his

i the vile thing aside, she squeezed the punc-
ed etdizes to promote bleeding.

y she removed her silver necklace, from

£ her goddess's symbol: a golden amulet

: _m_ﬂuﬂaming sphere, She placed this talisman
B ler waterskin, then lurned her eyes toward the sk,

ous Hiatea, bless this water, so that it may

s warrior's spirit and make him worthy of

ng magic.”

i gurgle arose inside her waterskin, then the
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sides puffed out and white vapor gushed from the
neck. Brianna poured the steaming contents oyep
patient's injuries. Dark bubbles frothed up from
wounds, covering Morten’s skull and leg with thje)
brown-streaked foam. The princess waited pat i‘—'“'ﬁ-u
the lather cleansed Morten's spirit of wicked thoughe
and emotions, T

Although the process took many moments, Brianng!
thought no less of her bodyguard. She had learned ngg

to judge people by impurities of the heart, All men, “Ven i

firbolgs, waged ashadow war with the *'l’-:'l:lt't"15ﬂf-

their own natures. Whether or not they won was (a8

more important than the struggle itself And Morfeg!
always won his battles—even those with | . '

At last, the blessed water stof rothing and turnedt

lg's wounds i
red-tinged runnels. Now that Morten's spirit s
to receive Hintea's magic, Brianna worlced «
heal the bodyguard. She scraped a piece of white bark
off the tree stump at her patient's b shredded iE
into-a stringy mass. The prince d this over the pune
ture in the firbolg's thigh, then p =l Hiatea's symbal
onto the d j

“My goddess, take mercy on this courageous frbolgs
Banish from his blood the vile poizon of the ogres
arrow, that he may live to serve you again.”

Brianna spoke the mystical syllables that actually cast
the healing spell. A wave of searing energy argse
beneath the princess's fingers, and when she pulled her
hand away Hiatea’s symbol was glowing yellow. 'Ithf
flames of the talisman turned orange and fickered like
true fire. The bark dressing began to smoke, the
erupted into a red blaze,

The magical fire whirled down into the punciure
wound, then Brianna saw the veins glowing red bened
the firbolg’s thick skin. Morten's eyes popped open, ai
he sat bolt upricht. A deafening scream of pain burst
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4t and continued until the erimson glow of
: faded from his body. Only then did he
and collapse against the tree trunk again.
Huntress,” Brianna whispered. "Now, let
o has the strength to drag him home.”
slipped her necklace over her head and
to fetch a rope from her saddlebags, she
her horse—then screamed.
and Blizeard stood a huge ogre with skin
acorn. He was both taller and huskie
d ones Brianna had seen so far, almost as big
srten. He wore the skin of an enormous
. his shoulders and a human thigh bone
& greasy topknot. The princess could nol imag-
sature so large and awkward-looking had

motioned at her with a single black claw.
na. It safe.” The voice belonged to Morten,

Iy, stooped creature from which it issued.
pulled her hand axe from her belt, at the
dancing al Blizzard. The mare stood a few
ond the newcomer, her ears tipped forward
flanks trembling with tension. The princess
attention back to the ogre.
o you know my name?” she demanded.
smiled, revealing a mouth filled with ugly
“Someone tell me,” he replied. “Now put
eome here. We not supposed to hurl you.”
1eard a bough of aspen leaves rustle far
et ogre dropped to the ground behind her,
with the rancid, sour-milk odor of his race.
gagged, then felt an oily hand seizing her
bmig-ﬁllpped his other arm around her waist
d her off the ground.
by the beast’s vile touch, Brianna brought
pas hard as she could, smashing the hard

her heel into the ogre's soft loins: At the same
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time, (he princess whipped her head back and bash
the back-of her skull info her foe's nose. She heary '
ving crunch of collapsing cartilage, then the Bruge
pared in pain and dropped her. ;
Brianna turned, swinging her axe at the heighy of he
own head. The blade took her attacker in the arm, gliciuat

through tendon and bone to truncate the arm just ahe o

the elbow. Again, the ogre howled. He «
purple eyes 3
al the astonishing force of the princess’s blow, Givip
no chance to recover, Brianna leveled her foot at hi

k. The joint snapped like kine

dling, and the ogre toppled to the ground.

The princess spun around, expecting to find the other
brute already upon her. Instead, he was watching hee
with a bemmuised grin on his lips. [

5 VO 5 g for woman,” he said

ina narrowed her eves. “Whoe told you that?”

Instead of answering, the ogre raised his h:
rasped the deepthroated dirge of a shaman's I

Brianna whipped her axe al his head. The shaman)
ducked, and the d itself in the bole of an
aspen. The princess did not care. The attack had inter
rupted his spell, buying her the precious time she
needed to escape,

Brianna whistled once, then ¢alled, “Bliz

The big mare reared up and pushed forward. Shes
brought her two front hooves do squarely onthes
opre's shoulders, driving him to the ground. With s

angry neigh, she bounded forward and presented heft S8

left flank to her mistress. Brianna grabbed the saddles
horn and pulled herself up,

With unbelievable speed, the shaman leaped up and '

reached for Brianna. Pushing one foot into her stirruh
the princess raised the other and thrust it 4t the brutes
chest. The blow landed with a solid thump, and the oge
tumbled backward.

T Oune's Pact

anted her heels in her mount’s flanks. As
i for ward, two more ogres dropped out
& a short distance ahead. They drew
Jeveling their black arrows at Blizzard's
as jerked the reins hard, turning away
gs throbbed. The dark shafts hissed away
_then Brianna found herself sailing

r s her mount leaped a toppled tree.
ar, she saw two more ogres rising from
s behind the fallen bole. Both brutes tossed
de and leaped for her mount’s front legs.
shed into them with a tremendous thump,
il Brianna thought the big mare would

el to gather her feet and rise, but the strug-
weh. She had lost her wind, and her ribs

12 with pain as she fought to regain her
head was swimming. Her body ached in a

es, though thankfully nowhere did she feel

‘of a broken bone.

anna was hardly in a good position, and she
1elp to escape. She raised ber hands toward
but stopped when ogre feet began to sur-
Several leathery hands grabbed her wrists
er off the ground. Brianna found herself
it two ogres, her arims drawn painfully
White pupils of the angry shaman glaring

ant we should hurt you?" The vgre slapped

45




Triw DENNING

Brianna across the face. Her head snapped to the Side
and she felt a tooth fly from her mouth. “We dg j R':-u;i ]
All same to us.”

The shaman hit her again, this time smashing hi
into her midsection. Brianna's stomach revolfed a
abuse, and she vomited on the ground. A d
away, Blizzard whinnied in anger and strug

out Imli g;rblpri fur hur muutl: was !ull u! hlumj m;] h&r-

cheek badly swollen. “Stand!”

When the horse obeyed, the ogre nodded his head®

approvingly. “That betier.” he commented. “Smart gir] "
The shaman looked al two of his followers, then node
ded at the horse. They nocked arrows and raised theip
bows.
“Nol" Brianna yelled. “Run, Blizzard!"

Her warning proved unnec ¥. By the time the paig 8

released their bowstrings, Blizzard had leaped over the
fallen tree and was galloping through the forest at tap

speed. The shaman watched until the mare vanished

behind the white trunks of the aspen trees, then hg
shrugeed. _

“Too bad.” He turned back to Brianna. "Horse tastes
gand.”

Brianna sighed, relieved that she would not have tod
watch the ogres butcher her beloved Blizzard, then®
turned her attention back to the troubles at hand.

“Someone sent vou for me, Who?" the prinf:efs.ﬁi
r!r‘rmanded. “Whatever he's paying, my father will
double it.”

The shaman looked at her leathingly, then JmIIPdS I

length of thick, braided-leather cord from inside his
cloak. Her two captors pinned her to the ground, the®
he silently began to bind her hands.

1 his rucksack beside the well and

¢ one last look at the Weary Giant. The

e [hudlyhe called a mansion, but the doors

s storm shutters flanked every window,

Ving ﬂ]émn bétter than lie had found it, and
) seme small comfort.

had u-tmn consitlered remaining in Stag-

aneess herself obliged to speak against

case before the king could only lead to

goncerned. Brianna would be publicly dis-

ciating with a thicf, a pall of suspicion

jer the orphans, and Tavis would have

‘il as punishment for a crime he had

The only thing to do was obey the

: W‘;ﬁ and leave Hartsvale as soon as possible.

miss this place so much?” asked Basil.
pod next 1o Tavis, his sack of stolen
er his shoulder. “I'd think a man of your
find the life of an innkeeper a irifle boring.”
1ot look at the verbeeg. “I'll miss the chil-
. "And if you think helping those in need
me, you know nothing of my nature,”
gil shook his head in h::wilde.rmlfﬂl.. “It's
how siich a naive race prospers.”
courtyard, Avner stepped from the lodge,
‘other orphans. They had wrapped their
o woolen blankets and slung the small
ir shoulders; their feet were clad in
de boots Tavis had made for them. Each

siried an empty waterskin, and they all had grim,
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determined looks on their small faces.

“Is that all you're taking with you to Pribe
Brianna’s?" Tavis asked. “You're going to be there 4,
time.”

“We're nol going to the castle,” ans
miotioned for the ofhers to fill their
don't think we'd ab:
trouble, do yvou?”

Tavis smiled =sadly
voul can't came with me.

“Why not?” Avner demanded. He dropped his bundj

on the ground and untied it. “We've gol everything
need: wool blankets, warm clothes, daggers
“The lce Spires are no place for children.” Tavis sqid
“Brianna can take much better care of you in her castle
than I can in the mountains,” b
*No!" Avner velled. *I'm not going with her, She's the
one who's sending you away!”

“She thinks I'm a thief.” Tavis's voice grew moras

stern. “And we both know why she believes that.”
“So I'll tell her what really happened,” Avner offered S
Tavis shook his head. “Someday, but she won't believg

yvounow,” he said. “She'd think you were trying (o prosss

tect me."

“Then she's stupid,” Avner sniffed.

“Why? Because she knows yvou'd lie for me?™

Avner looked at the ground. “I wouldn't be lying," he
answered, dodging the question, “It's the truth.”

“After what happened, we can't expect her to believe
that,” Tavis replied. “So go to the castle and do as the
princess says. She cares for you as much as [ do.”

“But I don't care for her, er objected, T like youss

“Then you'll do as Tavis says,” saic At Tourteets

she was the second oldest of the orphans, antd woules

soon blossom into a beautiful young woman. Alreadys

she had riveting brown eves and an alluring smile. Lvias

looked at the other children, then said, “Life’s going 18
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L Tavie without us to watch over. [f we
'g:$91 1o Castle l'iHrtwii:kl."
at Livia, “That's right. Knowing you're
'my life much easier.” He kneeled on
opened his arms wide. "Now let's say

stepped forward to embrace Tavis, a

{ in the street outside. The cadence

aves echoed through the gate, then Bliz-
d form streaked into the courtyard. A
lather covered the mare from her muz-

¢ breast, and her eyes were mad with
shed to within a few paces of Tavis and
 the orphans away, then grabbed Basil's
ned the verbeeg in front of the chil

d toward the mare slowly, his palms
& horze 1o show her he was carrying

nar’ he asked in a soft voice. “Let me
k at your saddle.”
ed out with her front hooves, then
ffet and ran Lo the gate. She stopped
black eye on Tavis, snorting impa-
it her breath.

y upset,” Tavis replied. He took his

Uliis eucksack and strapped it around his
el up Bear Driller and slung a quiver of
-sjmulder. *Something must have hap-

e {¢ wird the gate, but Avner caught him
“Think ttll‘l'i!i through," the boy said.

one who's sending you away. It'd be
ﬂ:shmelhing has befallen her, but do you

BUI'L even say it,” Tavis inlerrupted. He
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glared down at the youth. "How could you wish
tune on someone who's done as much for vor
Princess Brianna?” Bs-

Avner’s cheeks flushed. "You're righi. I'm s0rry,
took a slim dagger out of his bundle, "1 come ala
help.”

others,” he said. "If Brianna didn't reach Cak
Hartwick, there won't be anyone coming to logk a
you and the other children.”

Avner scowled. “Tm no child.”

*And we don't need anyone to watch after us?

Blizzard neighed again, then stamped her feet on il

ground and trotted through the gate

“T'don't have lime to argue about this,” Tavis sngg
Livia and the other children recoile '
but Avner did not Minch. *Just
You'll be rid of me soon enough

The children dropped thei
youiger ones wiped their eves

" Tavis pleaded. "There will be plentyol

after | find Brianna.”

“Then you’ll come back?" Avner asked, his spiritss

rising.

“Af least 1o say good-hye.”

With that, Tavis ran out the gate
toward Castle H: ck, he saw Bli
edge of town. She whinnded, then

Tavis followed at a trot, realizing the run ahead could BS

a long one.

Before he had gone very far, the firbolg |:il‘3=f_'ﬂ..
clumsy, {lat-footed gait coming up from iu"h”[d- s
glanced over his shoulder and saw Basil ]umherlﬂﬂ'.,

the road. The runecaster had left his s
books behind and carried only a small s

shoulder. Tavis neither slowed his pace nor increases
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seg to catch up in due time.
umped up beside him, Tavis
ingr here?”
.. it," the verbeey gasped. “H
hooks if 1 watched over you.”

-.fm_m happy to hear the boy was

o ensure his safely. Increasing his
“1 hope you can keep up.”
Vdid. While Tavis trotted down the
ence, the verbeeg pounded along at
:reath and holding his ribs. Despite
eticedid the runecaster ask the
. Sonn, the firbolg found himself
pion s will, and even began to con-
magic-user along might prove

in serious trouble.

to look back and make sure Tavis
following, Blizzard led the pair

I Streams and the mare’s mouth was
il not once did she pause to drink.
s of granpges, small farms with huts of

5 and pastures fenced by walls of stacked

ither the inhabitants nor their animals
the sight of a verbeeg, even one accom:

avis Burdun, wus enough to send most peas-

gave way to long, rounded bluffs of
ngled heaths of low-growing spruce.
e the base of Cogpin’s Rise, where

ﬂ'mq of aspen trees. Blizzard stopped
the white forest with pricked ears and

: othing excepta bevy of pine siskins
each other. Although it was a normal

: this time of afternoon, he nocked an
HACed cautiously down the road, Basil and
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Blizzard following close behind, The scouj came.
toppled aspen at the road’s edge. The bole. STapy
about four feet above the ground, had been fragh)
ken, for the wood still smelled of sap and showa
signs of weathering. Next to the jagged trunk liy 1
of compressed ground where a very large persgn
ably Morten, had fallen to the ground and rofled,

Tavis pointed the tip of his arrow at the fallen 5
*Something dropped out of that tree and attacked Mo

Basil cast a nervous glance at the other aspen
ovérhanging the trail. “What was it?"

Tavis studied the surrounding area lor a mon
then followed four of Morten’s boot prints across
road. There, he found a mass of flies swarming g
large area of dark ground and several strange tracls

he had not seen since his days scouting for Runolf§s

patrol. The prints were deepest on the ball of the fog
with talon marks in front of the five toes. The

depression was hardly visible, while the arch had Jeft g

mark on the ground at all,
“It was an agre,” Tavis said.

The scout put his arrow back in its quiver, theg
brushed the fies away and picked up a handful of darks
ened ground. He sniffed the sticky clump and smelled 8

rancid odor.

¥This i3 ogre blood,” Tavis said. “And from the amoumng

spilled, I'd say the brute died quickly.”

ing the quivering boughs

F

s the body?
“Ogres don't leave their dead behind." T
to-a single set of deep ogre tr icling aw:

road into the hearl of the w L “One of hisire

took the body. When he reaches someplace sak€, h
burn the corpse so our priests can't eat it and ens
the fallen warrior’s spiril.”

Basil frowned, “That's ridiculous,” he said. “HUmss

priests aren't cannibals.”

Toe Dcae's Tact

hamans are,” Tavis replied. "And
derstand the difference.”
sard still close behind, the scout
ogre’s trail away from the road, As
i the aspens where the siskins were
of their call changed from a gentle
ous bzarreeee until he and his com-
Afﬁ.r steps later, he L‘ﬂljlu-* H_.L']‘nf.'ﬂ-';
eavy boot prints heading in the

owed the two sets of tracks to the

He began to climb, then stopped
-wiig‘n Rlizzard snorted softly and

aiw anid crouched down. “Be ready,”

d in midsentence, for the verbeeg

f fresh straw from his satchel and
ground. In the dis

bundles marking the route they

& onmaus!” Tavis swore, lowering his
e able 1o trust that hoy?”
el. “His behavior is perfectly under-

verbeeg said. “Avner’s terrified of being

‘you're abandoning him—"

doning hir!"

¥alid as vour reasons are, you can't

Baccept them.” Basil reached down to

he had dropped on the ground.
vordered. “If he's following us, I don't

Aost with ogres about.”
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The scout climbed the rest of the way
Basil came a few steps behind, but Ejizmr
advance no farther. Upon cresting the hjll '1':;1\'1. '
wide band of black arrows leading across 1 he i: .
another toppled aspen tree. Like the one hat" .
road, it had been freshly snapped off about f :
above ground. Next to the broken stump lay '
hody, resting facedown in a poal of his ewn blond.

Tavis bit his lip, but allowed himself no other
ta the gruesome sight. During his time with the
guard, he had grown accustomed {o the sight d
men lying molionless in lonely wilderness
Though such deaths always saddened him, Iy
learned Lo control his emotions, for outhursts
and anger could only get a man killed when the
danger about. Nevertheless, the scout did fege]
knot of dread forming in his stomach, and a pag
voice in the back of his head was ning the
Morten had fallen, Brianna could ne fe,

“Diancastra save us!” Basil gasped, stepping to
side. “They killed him!"

|

P the bt

tp malke certain no ogres were lurking in ambush, he

the way across the I‘.i.illh‘.rp. “I'tl have a look around %

see to Morte
“Asz yvou wis
do for him. I'm a runécaster, nol @ necromancer”

As Basil examined the bodyguard, Tavis made a!
ough inspection of the area, retracing the course oHES

afternoon’s events, He found seven dark, rani

of deep ogre tracks. The scout realized instantly
these prints signified, for the brutes loved o aliabs

ambush, and dropping out of high trees was OBES

their favorite tricks.

Tur ODoni's PACT

healso found the place where
0 ed to examine Morten, another
inte of at least three ogres—

: ssing her trail. On the

he noticed two gashes where

.pd:ﬂ as she leaped across, and
ground on the other side where
_Then, most disheartening of
eaming white pebble that turned

et hirman tooth.

hing for clues when Basil called
- e roll him over!”
ol over the toppled aspen and helped

s  hage body onto its back. The body-

d chest were covered with blood, the

ith the sticky stuff. His flesh was
andl a terrific hunk of flesh had

s lis throat. Still, there could be little

A eold sweat covered his face,

en seorched by the fire of Hiatea's
no doubl that Brianna had cast
the ogres’ poison. He put the ban-

ce and cursed,

in eyebrow. “What's wrong?” he asked.

ce o me, but 1 thought vou'd want Mor-
i

ied. "But this was no chance meeting.
er Brianna all along.”
w that?” asked Basil.
fEre arrows is fast,” Tavis explained.
od, you collapse in about three sec
ot but vou'll be toc weak to defend
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“Morten killed at least seven ogres, it the
him, even after he was wounded and hf.-“iu[é
ripped a lung strip of cloth from Morten's ussi :
and used it to bandage the wound on 131EiltJdr
throat, “They let him live so Brianna would m}
aid. Then, while she was dccupied with his 1,..,{',“:”
captured hee” I

“You can read all that from his wounds?” Basil

The scout could not tell whether the erbeeg!
was one of disbelief or awe, "Yes, and from uth;tr ;

Tavis gestured at the hilltop, which
wonded that visibility was a problem
any ogris in the open when Briann
have seen them, But she di

¥ d

. ow Wound.
of nearl JETE lﬁli'."kﬁ. I

58, two ogres surpriged her here, which means this

were well hidden when she arrived.”
“And hiding well takes time, even for ogres,?
said, nodding. "So they couldn't have done it onth

to help Morten.”

"Right, but I'd go even further,” Tavis replied. *[

their shaman used his magic to lure her into the trap

a shaman?" This time
Curious.

Tavis pointed at the bandage he had placed ondi

ous one. If ithad been there when Brianna h
wourd in Morten’s thigh, she would have dres

well. Since she didn't, we can only assume it was i

[ see that,” Basil allowed. “But [ still don't knowW Wil

vou think it was a shaman.”

“If an enemy has proven himself strong or cunmigS

£4
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corpse Lo enslave the enemy s
{ *Morten was too big to take with

: e started to eat him here.” .
' didn’t he finish?” Basil asked. “T've never
B but 1 know enough about magic to
¢ work unless you perform the ritual

et

dn't have time,” Tavis explained

vorking with them, and that person

] to wait around for the shaman to
So they left Morten for dead and

this for a time, then nodded. "OF

ave a spy!” the verbeeg said. "If the

anna specifically, then someone told
back from your inn today.”

also warned them about Morten.”

3¢ as though we're talking about anyone

swick and Castle Hartwick,” Basil

on motives, Why do the ogres

‘head. "They're more direct, If they
ey'd just steal it,” he said. “And the
for humans is as meals or slaves—
why they'd single out Brianna for
¥ af easier targets near the horder

s the spy who wants her,”
fie who'd profit if she disappe:
e ey as hostage?”
iFofearls, 1 suppose,” Tavis replied.
Ing to grab mare power, but it's a
‘the monntains well enough to find
{m’h_‘l&-ss keep himself from being
am with the shaman.”
Won't know why Brianna was taken
behind it.” the verbeeg said. He fell
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into a thoughtful silence, then let out a heavy sigh. *p.,
leaves you with only one unpleasant option: Chase g,
ogres down yourself.”

“There's nothing I'd like more,” Tavis replied. Th g
he realized Basil was trying to exclude himself fr
sucha dangerous prospect, at the moment the scout g
no purpose in commenting on (he verbeeg's c‘uw,:rrh '

“But we won't save Brianna by getting ourselves kiljod
The ogres outnumber us by five to one, and even 'y ot

l ‘ that good.”
1 |

g true, with clean, straight edges. Whenever
srne ink began to run dry, he dipped his finger
sn's blood again, and if any part of the stroke
ner or lghter than the rest, applied it again,
e there was no use in sumdmg around idly,
ried to the place where Brianna had been cap-
ok only a few moments to make sense of the
tracks and find a trail leadmg southeasi. At
Aded him, since the ogres’ home lands lay
: ﬁnrtheasi_ Then he realized that his quarry
o throw of f pursuit by circling around Castle
i an unexpected direction. The scout smiled to
or, with a little luck, he could cut them off—with
wof the king's men at his back.
s formulated his plan, a curious tension
Hill over the forest. Blizzard wandered onto

Basil raised an eyebrow. “1 take it vou counted trae I-L

Tavis shook his head. “No, the battlefield’s too trim

|

pled for that," he said. “But our foes are at least ten: ang
. to bear each of their dead or wounded fellows, one tof
il carry Brianna, and the shaman—who would conside
himself above carrying anything. On the other hand, we

can assume there are no more than fourteen in the o mickering softly. Tavis looked back toward

pd:ty or they would have taken Morten to eal later.” 1 | @;ﬁ soon realized that the distant voices of the

& ;} pleasant thought, that,” Basil said. “So what do web d changed to a chorus of harsh shick-shicks. y
07 [ )

passing beneath their roosts, and from the
of their calls, he was iryving to be qmﬁaky
The scout listened for the sounds of a man’s
He heard nothing, not even the rustle of leaves
ap of a breaking twig. The person stalking
moved with stealth enough, but he lacked
-keeplllg the forest animals from betraying

“Goto the castle and report what we've learned !
Tavis replied. He stepped over ta a bapllng “Bul first
we'll have to prepare a litter for Morten.”

“Don’t bother,” said Basil. “We've no need of a litter”

The runecaster removed Morten's leather breastplat
and tore open the sweat-stained tunic beneath, After
pulling Morten's dagger from its sheath, he shaved the hi
hair off the bodyguard's furry chest, then he dipped his®s
finger in the fresh blood oozing from beneath the Imdjr-
guard’s neck bandage and touched the red-stained digil
to the firbole's chest.

"What will your magic do?” Tavis asked,

If Basil heard the question, he showed no sign. He
lowered his bulging eyes to Morten's chest and began (0
draw. The process took longer than Tavis had imagined)
it would. The verbeeg traced his rune slowly and delib
erately, taking greal care to make certain each line ran

.come here!" the scout called.
do you know it's me?” cried the astonished

birds complained,” Tavis answered. “Now do as
told. You've upset them enough.”

be right there,” Avner |Ephed “Tust let me get
hing Lleft back at the road.”

rashort silence, the scout heard leaves rustling
ches snapping as a horse trotted through the
The beast crested the hill a moment later, Avner’s
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“Where'd you come by thal horse?” he demand

“I found it,” Avner answered,

“In Earl Dobbin’s stable, no doubt,” chye
“Well done, boy." :

“Don't encourage his dishonest ways!™

toward Basil and saw that the runecasier had fis
his symhol. The verbeeg was walking toward

pulling Morten's unconscious form along af
The bodyguard was lying flat on his back four
the ground, with a red, multifarious tune shipg
upon his massive chest
i shifted his glare to Avoer. “The lord m
ir taking ong
" he said. "And T'd be breaking the law il
stop him,"
The color drained from Avner's face, but
i evenly, “Don’t worry. T wouldn't exp
he law." There was a bitter ed
“¥ou're being too hard on the boy

Tavis. “He was just being resourceful. How else wish

supposed to catch us?

“He wasn't,” Tavis snapped, still sco
“He was supposed o s
dren.”

Basil's free hand ¢lamped down on the :-tuc-ul*
cutting him off, *Don't say something you'll resre

warned. *Besides, shouldn't we hurry 1@

Hartwick? When we report Brianna's abduction, 8588

horse will seem no big thing.”

>4«

ed the edge of the platean and
ing and lungs burning after the
'z Rise. Just ahead, the road
lip of an enormous cliff that dropped
y the blue waters of the Clearwhirl
ddle of the river's deep currents rose
of granite, hundreds of feet high.
imit of this cragey island, Iikt?jﬂ
atap & pillar of black stone, sat the
e Harfwick.

. the castle was as impregnable as it
irrets hung from every corner, and
fjageed merlons stood a ballista
helmand breastplate. Even the
z at the clouds like a titan's pearly
ructed of granite blocks so huge a

have toppled them.
aerass the spruce-dotted plateau. A
ind him, Avner was leading the horse
nEarl Dobbin. A short length of taut
the gelding’s saddle tiorn and Mor-
he firbolg along as though he were a

fﬁahng bodyguard came Basil, stag-

kipping forward every now and
1] at his rump.

iy caught up, Tavis did not give them a

tfiget_her." the scout said. “We're
Lknow how the sentries will react

coming down the road by himself."

eyebrows came together. “Perhaps |
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should return to Stagwick and collect my books—"

“Those are Earl Dobbin's books, not vours,” Tavig
reminded him. “And vou won't be safe alone. There ar
4 lot of patrols this close to the castle, and it could proye
fatal if they came across you.”

Without awaiting Basil's response, Tavis turned away,
The road ahead ran down a narrow ledge cut into the
cliffside. It passed before a small watchhouse chiseled
from the living stone, then curved sharply onto a long
liridge that spanned the Clearwhirl's wide chasim.

As Tavis'z small company walked down the-road,
three sentries stepped from the watchhouse door, In
hionorof the princess's birthday, they had polished their
armor and weapons to gleaming silver, and over their
breastplates hung ceremonial tabards of red linen
embossed with the king's white stag. The two younges|
men carried long halberds. The oldesl, a veteran with
gray hair, bore a silver-sheened battle-axe identifying
him as Sergeant of the Earls Bridge.

The two youngest guards came a few paces up the
road, then stopped and erossed their weapons (o bar (he
way to the bridge. The sergeant stayed behind, standing
at the watchhouse door.

*Halt and explain yourself, Tavis!”
casting a suspicious eve at Basil. He made no mention of

the strung bow in the scout's hand, for the loyalty of fir-§

holgs—and that of Tavis in particular—was well known.
“Where is Lady Brianna? Why do vou have her horse
and bodyguard?”

*The lady has been taken by marauders.” Tavis peered
over the crossed polearms, looking down the road at the
sergeant, “That's all you need know to let us pass.”

The sergeant shook his head and pointed at Mortens
hody, still floating in the air, “1 can't let you cross,” he
said, “Not with a verbeeg runecaster in your company.”

Tavis did not try to argue. The only thing that mad¢
humans more nervous than giants was giant magic

aQ

the sergeant called,
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send word to the king of our arrival,” Tavis said.
wuld have suggested that Basil wait here, but
W&d the verbeeg might do something foolish—such

i hell want to hear about Brianna.”
gergeant came up the road and took the halberd
s one of his sentries. “You heard wh at Tavis said—
ask High Priest Simon to come, " he said. “Mayvbe
s Eminence can help Maorten.”

~SAs you order, Hauk."
The sentry turned and sprinted down onto the Earls
-4 magnificent structure resting on two flying
tresses mounted into opposite sides of the canyon
ﬁ]{._"ﬁfhen the guard reached the other side, he slipped
ween the half-open gates and disappeared inside.
moments, curious citizens had gathered atop the

:gﬁr_ym return to Stagwick for his books. "Rune magic

I

-@ﬁ:w&]h thrusting their heads between the merlons
mal Morten's

floating body and Blizzard's empty

‘ ;Thﬂ castle gates swung open, and Hauk's sentry ¢ame
spurrying oul. Behind him, two members of the Giant
Guard. the stone giant Gavorial and the frost giant Hrod-
mar, peered out of the gateway. Though the archway
mﬁﬁﬁm feet tall, the pair had to stoop to look through
the opening, filling it completely with their torsos and
'(ﬁﬂﬁ- Gavorial's gray hide and bald head seemed a
%\Ec&mh‘.ﬁl to Hrodmar's milky skin and unruly vel-
beard, but Tavis knew they had more in common
Lappearances suggested. Like all members of the
‘Guard, they had been sent by their chieftains to
m Camden, In return, the king allowed traders
| the giant tribes to use Hartsvale as a peaceful gath-

i place.
€e Hauk's sentry had crossed the bridge and
Wlﬁl‘nﬁd his halberd from the sergeant, Gavorial’s
SHBrous voice echoed across the chasm. "Keep an
Hﬁw ready for that verbeeg, Tavis Burdun!” he called.

Gl




Trow DENNING

“The king's safety rests in vour hands!”

After Tavis pulled an arrow from his quiver, the two
giants withdrew inside the castle. Gavorial and Hrodmar
would not be coming across the Clearwhirl, for even the
Earls Bridge could not support such a tremendous
weight. To enter Castle Hartwick, true ginnts forded the
Clearwhirl on the opposite side of the island, then
climbed a long and wearing path to the Giants Gate.

A blast of trumpets rang out from the castle walls,
then the king and his retinue appeared. A looming figure
who stood more than two heads above the earls and
court officials surrounding him, Camden was built as
solidly as a castle tower, with thick, sturdy legs and hulk.
ing shoulders that bulged like a bear's beneath his
ermine cape. His long strides carried him across the
bridie at a brisk pace, leaving his retainers to scurry
along hehind,

Soon, Tavis could see that Camden had already
donned his ceremonial crown in preparation for the
evening's festivities. It was a gaudy band of gold with
seventeen bejeweled points, one for each of the giant
tribes that had pledged friendship to Hartsvale. From
bheneath this circlet hung the king's two hair braids,
while he wore his heavy beard trimmed into the neat
square favored by the nobility.

Camden stepped off the bridge, brushing by Hauk
and the two sentries without a word, He stopped directly
in front of Tavis,

“What's this about my daughter?” the king demanded
He was even taller than Brianna and could look Tavis
more or less directly in the eve, “Where is she?”

Knowing of no easy way to report what had happened,
".I"aws:ﬁaxrl simply, “The princess has been taken by
agres,

Camden’s face did not darken with anger, or pale with
fright, or even go blank with shock. It fell with despair,
as though nothing could be done about what the scout

G2
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#0gres,” the king repeated softly.

The reaction puzzled Tavis, for Camden was a bull of a
fuan, given 1o epic rages and stormy rantings. To see the
king take the news as he had was akin 1o seeing a badger
fies down and whimper as the hounds came to tear it apart.

Camden’s small entourage arrived. The retinue
stopped a respectful distance away, butl two men contin-
ved forward until they were within a single pace of their
monarch. One was Bjordrek, whom Tavis had speken
with on two occasions, but the other the scout had never
seen. The fellow was portly and bald, wearing so much
g djewelry that he sparkled like a sun dog in the after-
poon light. He carried a silver staff shaped liked a fork of
lightning, the symbol of the god Stronmaus.

Camden motioned the bald man toward Morten's
faating form. “Simon, see to Morten.”

Calling two assistants to help him, Simon slipped past
Tavis and took charge of the foiling bodyguard. The
tho pulled Maorten down the road to an area of level
grotind in front of the watchhouse, then pushed him to
the ground.

As the cleric rubbed the rune off Morten’s chest,
Tavis turned his attention back to Camden. “Your
Majesty, have vou received other reports of ogres?™”

*Of course not!” the king snapped, his eyes narrow-
ing. “Why ask such a thing?”

“Because it didn't surprise vou to hear lhere were
fgresin the kingdom.”

“Camden’s face reddened, and he elenched his fists,
hat are you saving?” the king yelled. “That I allowed
my daughter to fall into ogre hands?”

“The scout quickly shook his head. “Not at all,” he
sdie. “But | thought that might explain why Runolf—"

“Runolf was here?”
 “He stayed the night at my inn,” Tavis replied, frown-
Mg, Runolf was a good soldier, and it wasn't like him to
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neglect reporting his arrival to the king. *Weren't yoy3
expecting him™

“Not , . . yet." The king's voice was weak, his lip trem.}

bling. He seemed lost in thought for a moment, theg

focused his gaze on Tavis: “His repor! wasn™t due unt i

summer's end.”

Though Tavis felt certain Camden was lying, he kney
hetter than to say so. I the king wished to keep his bus.§
ness with Runolf secret, it was not a scout’s place tg)
interfere,

“Your Majesty, perhaps I should finish my report?]
Tavis suggested. Camden nodded, and the scoul contip-}

ued. “Originally, there were between eighteen andS 8

twenty-two ogres, but Morten putup a good fight and}
now enly ten to fifteen remsain. Their leader’s a shaman—
probably a cunning one—and he came specifically fof
abduct Princess Brianna,” |

The king raised his brow. "You seem to know quite 2!
lot about these ogres.”

“Even ogres leave a trail,” Tavis replied, “T should also
mention that it appears one of your subjects helped (hed
ogres.”

The king's eves widened. *Do you know who?"

“Nol yet," Tavis replied. "But it won'l take long b
catch them. I've a fair idea where to pick up the trail”

“Wour™ Camden asked. “You're no longer one of my
scouts,” '

“Under the circumstances—"

The king shook his head. “No. Tend to your othefs
duties," he ordered. "I'm sure that's what Brianna wouli}
want." '

Hauk stepped to the king's side. "Your Majesty, m_‘-_'!.
duties keep me well informed of people’s comings ands
goings,” the sergeant said. “There aren’l any othefl
scouts here, at lesst none of Tavis's experience. He'®)
yvour best hope.”

Camden replied without looking at the sergeant. ‘¥

o4
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delay us to summon another scout,” he said. “I'm
id it will take a few days to organize our pursuit.”
& few days!” Tavis burst out. "By then, the ogres will
leen in the Ice Spires! Give me a company of vour
sard and I'll have the princess home hy dawn!”
S Eamden’s eves narrowed. “You forget yourself,
Hakeeper,” he warned. "I am the king, and you have
heard my comniand.”

“Behind the king, a distressed murmur rustled through

pntourage. One of the earls, a rough-featured man

" pamed Wendel, even dared to step forward.

o forgive me fu_r mterrupting, Your Majesty,” Wendel
L “But most of us up north are old enough to remem-
ghting ogre raiders, back before you bought them

" He ran a nervous hand over his gray-streaked

hea fl, then continued, “Tavis is right. If we don’t go

ifter the ogres now, they'll disappear into the mountains,

Well fiever see Brianna again.”

. Wendel's concern sprang from more than fondness

for the princess, Tavis knew, Brianna was an only child,

nﬂ*m far Camden had failed to produce an alternate
to the throne—this despite a series of ever younger

and more beautiful queens. Romantically inclined
eourtiers whispered that the king's failure was caused

I!m&i!f over his first queen's death. Whether or not that
wasitrue, Brianna's disappearance would have grave
results for Hartsvale. It seemed every power-hungry

sl could boast some tenuous claim to the throne, so

Fincess’s well-being was all that stood between the
N and a struggele for succession that would make

HEAVAr of Harts seemn a skirmish.
Wwas several moments before the king faced the earl.
SPpreciate your concern, Farl Wendel, but we have
= elioice.” The gentle words were a surprising con-
10 the anger in Camden’s eyes. He ran his gaze
thie entire group of earls, then continued, “Before
& Boes after these ogres, I'd like to know why they
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took my daughter. If any of you can answer that ques-
tion, then we ¢an send our armies after her”

The sour tone in the king’s voice made it clear that he
had no true wish to hear suggestions, so the earls
offered none.

Camden gave them a patronizing smile. “This is the
answer thaf comes to my mind: The ogres want us to give
chase, perhaps so a larger group can catch our armies in
the open, thus weakening the defenses of Castle Hartwick "

Earl Wendel's cheeks reddened, as did those of sew
eral ather men old enough to have fought beside the
king during the War of Harts. Camden had used his
opre allies to execute a similar ruse against his brother,
with the result that Dunstan’s castle had been captured
and his forces driven from the land.

"Bt we musl do something!”™ Wendel said. "We ¢an'l
let them take the princess!”

*Perhaps Morten will know something useful,” called
Simon:

The priest was kneeling at Morten's side, ready Lo
cast his spells. His assistants had shaved the body-

ThE Ouie's Pacr

the Weary Giant's barn.

Simon uttered a string of mystic syllables, and a blue
flash hissed down the length of his forked staff, filling
the air with the smell of fresh rain. Crackling bolts of
sapphire light danced over Morten's arrow wound. The
hole's jagged lips joined together seamlessly, and even
the burn caused by Brianna's healing spell vanished,
The spell faded, leaving only a faint blue scar in the
sliape of a ightning bolt to mark the injury

Several earls voiced their high esteem for Simon's
magic, but the high priest paid them no attention. Laying
fhe farked end of his staff over the gash on Morten's
meck, be raised a wineskin and began to pour. As the red
fliid spilled over the firbolg's throat, he called upon
siranmaus to change the wine to blood so the veins of a
Birave warrior might run full once more, A dazzling balt
grackled down from the sky and struck the rod. The
pommel flared blue for a moment, then the red nectar
Brew dark and thick as it spilled into the wound.

- Morten's breath grew deeper and more steady. His
&ves fluttered, then he moaned. He smacked his lips, as

guard’s heavy beard away from the horrible gash on his
| neck, They had also peeled Brianna’s shredded-bark
I dressing off the firbolg's thigh, revealing the jagged lips
' of an arrow puncture. The skin surrounding the hole
was red and disfigured from the fiery healing magic of |

Hhough the wine were entering his throat through his
mouth instead of a wound. When he tasted nothing, the
_ﬁllfl'l_hlg's eves popped open. He twisted his head to the
side and squinted up at the high priest.

the princess’s goddess, but the injury looked as though
it would trouble Morten for some time to come. Both
wounds were surrounded by white foam left over from
the cleric's purifying ritual.

Simnon laid his silver staff over the hole on Morten's |
leg, announcing, “He'll be ready to answer questions in
moment.”

Tavis received the news with mixed feelings. Cer-
tainly, he wanted to hear what Morten could tell them
about the ogres—but he was not looking forward to the
bodyguard's report about what had happened earlier if

a0

\ESimon?” he gasped. "What are you doing here?
's Brianna?”

“We're at the Earls Bridge,” the cleric explained, his
¥Oice soft and patient. Still pouring wine over his staff,
HE continued, “You suffered a wound—"

M.'f wounds aren't important!” Morten said. "What of

I princess?

The bodyguard pushed himself into a silting position,

tlicked the strength to stay there and promptly

“G8shed back to the ground. “What of Lady Brianna?”
: ; ground. ady Brianna? he
Memanded again,

den stepped to the firbolg's side. "We were hoping
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you could tell us,” he said. The king waved his hand a
Tavis, Basil, and Avner. “These three found you on Cop.
gin's Rise. My daughter wasn’t there "

Morten turned his head to glare at Tavis. The firholg’s
eyes were ashamed and angry, 43 one might expect of a
loval bodvguard who had just learned of his failure. hui
they also seemed strangely glazed, as though the pain of
his injuries bad dulled his mind.

“You!" Again Morten tried to rise. *I'll kill you myselil”

Camden gently pushed the firbolg back down. “Why
should you want 1o kill Tavis?”

Morten continued to glare at Tavis, “He betrayed
Brianna,” the bodyguard declared. “The knave's beern
using her to protect his den of thieves, and today she
earnet the truth.”

"Tavis? Camden asked.

Gasps of astonishment and disbelief droned through
the king's entourage, with Earl Wendel's voice loudest of
all. "Impossible!” he declared. “I've known Tavis Burdun
for a decade. He'd never do something like that.”

As the earl was speaking in his defense, Tavis heard
Basil and Avner whispering to each other behind him, obvi-
ausly concerned by the turn the conversation had taken.

“Stay where you are, scofflaws!” Tavis hissed, speak-
ing over his shoulder. “Running will do no good now.”

After allowing the drone to continue for a moment, the
king raised his hands for silence. Looking to Tavis, he
demanded, “What of Morten's charge?” Then, almost as
an afterthought, he also asked, “How does it concern my
daughter's disappearance?”

“Some books were taken from Earl Dobbin, and the
thief sought refuge in my inn,” Tavis admitted. “But |
knew nothing about it until afterward, and [ speak hon
estly when | say the incident has nothing to do with
Brianna’s disappearance.”

“You can't believe him,” Morten scoffed.

“Why not?" demanded Wendel. “Firbolgs can't lie.”
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kot runt’s no firbolg!” Morten bellowed. He man-
e to push himself into a seated position and stay
ﬁ-& “Tust look at how small and skinny he is. You can

ﬁ?ﬂ? was raised on human food, and on human lies!”

eint there.” he allowed. “But 1 don’t see how it con-
o as Brianna. Even if he wanted tn silence her, he
haraly had the time to call a pack of ogres.”

 Biordrek stepped to the king's side. “True, sire, But
\Who else could treat with ogres?” He spoke quietly, his

g eves fixed on the scout. "Only Tavis has the skill to

'-:,ﬁ;;d their home snd survive long enough to strike-an
N'EE“ ment.”

L *That's ridiculous!” objected Wendel. “Tavis is no
thiel, or he woulda't have brought Morten here. It
would've been simpler to leave the oaf for dead,”

I Morten scowled at this. “Tavis Burdun was hiding
Earl Dobbin's stolen books. If that doesn't make him a
thie!, nothing does,” the bodyguard declared. “Why he
‘gaved me, [ don't know.”

“It appears there are a great many things we don't
$mow, and it may take some Hme to sort them oul,” the
Eing said. “Until we do, Tavis and his friends shall
remain at Castle Hartwick.”

Aknot formed in Tavis's stomuch. "What of Princess
Brianna?” he demanded
~"She is not your concern. Now do as | command,”
Eamden's eyes grew hard, and for the first time he
glanced at the scout's famouns bow, “Or will you take
HEMS agrainst vour lawful liege?”

Stddenly, Bear Driller felt heavier than anything Tavis
14t éver held in his hands. The scout had no idea whether
hetould loose an arrow at his own king, but he knew that

eying Camden's order would mean Brianna's loss—and

Be could not allow that, any more than he could lie, *1
Won't abandon Brianna,” he said.

“Then you are an outlaw.” Camden stepped back

ao
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behind Hauk's sentries, pointing # finger at the scout
“Seize him.”

Bjordrek's eyes grew round, “But Your Majesty, if
he—"

*No firbolg would fire on his liege.” The king motioned
Hauk forward. “Even a firbolg thief.”

As the sergeant and his men moved to obey, Tavis
nocked his arrow and in one swift motion raised Bear
Driller into firing position. Basil gasped, Avner cheered,
and Hauld's sentries stopped in their tracks: Several earls
pulled small dress swords from their belts, and Morten
managed to drag lhimself to his feet.

“Go on,” the bodyguard said. “He can only kill one of
you."

Tavis loosed Bear Driller's bowstring. The arrow
hissed past Camden's head, passing so close the fletch-
ing brushed the royal ear, then shot out over the Clear
whirl’s chasm. Before the color could drain from the
cheeks of the astonished king, the scout was pulling
another shaft from his quiver. Behind him, he heard
Basil's flat feet running up the road. Avner seemed to be
nmvin‘g close al ]Lmd

*I'm no thief,” Tavis said, nocking his arrow. "But I'l]
do what [ must to save Brianna—even it means defving
my king.”

“Traitor!” Morten shouted. “This will cost you your
head!”

“Perhaps, but only after the princess is safe,” the scout
replied. Then, without shifting his gaze from Camden's
dishelieving eyes, he began to back slowly up the trail.
“Mount up, Avoer. I's time to go.”

No one moved to stop them.

* W L - -

Save for the cold breeze pouring down its steep chan-
nel, the ravine seemed an ideal place for Brianna's
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ambush. The jagged boulders along the rims would
serve as excellent hiding places, and, after her allies
.p,huucnd. the deep shadows of the rocky bed would
« it difficult for her captors to keep track of the eva-

gve beasts. Only the wind, blowing downhill instead of
wag wrong: Il the ogres had sharp noses, llwr would

‘patice the smell of mountain lion as the princess’s swift

riﬁj!pnds slipped inte position. But with the way the brutes
F-gtan.k, how could they have a decent sense of smell?
" Brianna was at the mouth of the ravine, suspended
m an agre’s bony shoulder by the same greasy rope
“that bound her hands and feet, A filthy rag had been
“stuffed into her mouth and secured in place with a strip
“of equally filthy cloth, and every time she inhaled she
almost retched on the rancid odor that hovered about
Hier captors like a fly swarm. Her flesh had grown numb
from the stinging mountain caold, and the princess did
net know how much longer she could endure,

There were two ogres behind the one careying
Brianna and ten ahead, many of those bearing the war-
riors who had died on Coggin’s Rise. Several of the
vorpse-bearers had already entered the ravine, and the
extra weight of their burdens was causing 1ht:m to slip
ﬂﬂd stumble as they e limbed. Regardless of the wind's

1011, the princess did not think she would ever have
abetter chance to surprise her captors.

Brianna closed her eyes and pictured Hiatea's flaming
Spear in her mind. The talisman on her necklace grew
Warm, and she thought, Yes, my sisters and brothers, now
e Repd,

The unvoiced call of nine vicious spirits answered
: na's summons, pouring from the goddess’s talis-
an into her breast. The princess suddenly felt hungry

vexed, filled with a fiery rancor that made her ache
hralm open bowels and bite necks apart. She opened
Fﬁu 8ves and ran her gaze over the dark mountainside.
Mewhere up there, nine of Hiatea's most ruthless

71




Troy DENNING

hunters were slinking toward the gorge, as quiet jg
shadows and as hard to see as the wind.

The ogres continued to climb, oblivious to the deay
waiting above. For no good reason, Brianna found her.
self holding her breath as she watched. Every so often, g
warrior would pause to rest or catch his balance, The
princess's hieart would leap into her throat and pound
like a drum until the brute resumed his ascent, usually
after a sharp grunt from the climber behind him, by
there was no sign that the warriors had caught the scen
of her allies, Finally, the ogre in front of Brianna's
stepped into the ravine mouth and reached up to grab g
handhold.

That was when the whole line came toa halt. The
princess craned her neck to see the cause of the delay,
She found only the hunched backs of several ogres,
spread dlong the shadowy ravine like so many boulders.

The ogre shaman’s voice rolled down the ravine,
“What wrong, spy?" he demanded. “Why stop?”

When the spy did nol answer immediately, Brianna
felt cold fingers of despair slipping around her heart. It
would do her no good to attack until all the ogres were
in the ravine, so the warriors cloge to her would be tog
busy fighting to warry about their prisoner. The princess
could not spring her trap before then, or the brules
would organize a defense and prevent her from escap-
ing. Unfortunately, the traitor Bunolf—Brianna thought
of the man that way to keep her hatred of him from ten®
pering—was about to force her hand.

Runolf had joined the ogres at dusk, as the brutes
ended a chilling two-hour wade down the Clearwhirl.
After receiving a gruff greeting from the shaman, the
traitor had led the group through a dark spruce forest
and into the icy hinterlands of the north valley, guiding
them without incident to this ravine at the edge of the
Ice Spires’ forbidding wilderness,

And now it appeared that in addition to leading her
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ers o safety, Runolf would ruin Brianna's only
‘gseape. He was clearly a good enough scout to
¢ mountain lions never hunted in packs. They were
thy creatures as solitary as they were vicious. often
to the death even when male and female came
Jduring mating season. Assuming the traitor
that more than one beast lurked above his head,
ald also know someone had used magic to sum-

ogre shaman finally grew tired of waiting for
Waanswer, “Climb, spy,” said his muted voice.
Needle Peale”
35 as far as I go, Goboka," came Runolf's answer.
we the rest of the way—probably better than 1.°
e, the shaman, was silent for several moments,
his voice asked, “Why afraid? What danger ahead?”
Brianna resisted the urge to call her attack. If the
was foiled, she would lose nothing by waiting
nolf actually told the shaman about the mountain
Onthe other hand, if the traitor had merely

toturn back, her plan still had a good chance of

danger ahead is minor,” said Runolf. “But I've
enough on your behalf You can face it alone.”
ina heard Runoli’s boots scraping on the rocks as
d down the ravine. She thought Gaboka would
ion the spot, but soon saw the shaman’s warriors
kg Ives against the craggy wall to let their
g guide pass.
Princess did not know quite what to make of the
Esertion. It seemed likely that the traitor knew
ambush, but for some reason of his own had
10 keep the secret, As for Goboka, Brianna felt
the shaman was merely biding his time until
lal; the crowded confines of the ravine, where his
£ 81z would prove a valuable advantage against
WILNg ogres,
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As Runolf came near, he gazed into Brianna's pes
gave her a brief nod. The princess noted no gy
“,f apology or shame in his expression. only.
clenched jaw like she had once seen on Mor ten's
e 2 mous earl, im.mna ;
s him. 5;1- managed no more than 4 garbles

around her gag, but the meaning was plain enough, . b

traitor looked away and stepped past

Goboka's voice instantly boomed down the ravin

“Kill hmt'
1 hl.

,w.i_urd arm. l[w hrm{* s 1Lr|klr came tina sp :

blood and, bellowing in pain, he dropped to his kne
The second ogre's axe arced down at Runaolf

avoided death only by hurling himself al l]n polor

he had just injured. He struck the gro;

in the chest, bowling him over and in the same o

tlucking a shoulder to start a somersanlt. Thek

rolled right up his foe's huge body ~.I.s~.|n=ur the thr

the astonished ogre as he passed ov

standing on the ground. He spun and

ing hlade beating back the brute he had not H”ﬂ“

Hoping to use Runolf’s distraction to good advan
Brianna closed her eyves and pictured Hiatea’s i

spear inher mind. The talisman on her breast

warm, and she thought, Hunt, my friends! Slay ihe
ones! .
The mountain lions sprang from their hiding P
bounding along the rim of the ravine, des
the dark go s silent as owls. The bez
wets with 1’.11-.1[1;., claws and snapping It‘th filli
ravine with the pained cries of dying ogres.
The two brutes nearest the ravine mouth fell insé
their necks crushed by their attackers’ power it
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= were tumbling down the
lions still clinging to their -
had actually managed to keep their
Aming mwﬂd circles, bellowing madly
their arms in an effort to halt the
their backs. Brianna could not see
Gobolka, but she did hear his angry
e craggy walls as he struggled with

Asls.

ed from the murky ravine, then a

e leaping out from a crag's shadow.

Whier slip to the ground, at the same

righted itself as the ogre pulled his
The mountain lion eyed the weapon

ogre's leg. The kick caught him at the
@ his foot from beneath his body. He
it for & moment, then crashed down,
g the rocky ground with a terrific

her bound hands. The lion leaped

¢ Ereasy rope with a single snap of its

lanna pointed at her feet, and the
gh those bindings too.
Bwas done, the lion whirled around
€ Stunned ogre. It gave a tremendous
ugh his throat, Al the same time, the
raked his abdomen with the claws
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its rear feet, spraying entrails and foul-smefjipet

everywhere
Brianna rose and saw that her all;
not been so succe

to re ; : : W al leagg
mountain lons lying motio 5 on the rayvine

did not know how many more had fallen in m
aws where she could not observe the

beasts sl uld see were on the d

dodging axe blows and counteri

they slunk between their attaclke

scrambling down from the top of the

angrily at the scene below. _

Clasping one hand to her amulet, Brianna poi
Goboka, *Big ogre—killl"

At her command, the two visible cats whitled
to claw their way up the steep ravine. They were g
followed by the female that had freed Brianna
ather that had been lurking in the shadows, One
lead cats fell to a warrior’s timely axe blow, but it
as though the others would survive to reach the

Brianna did not wait to see the outcome. ¢
rush away from the ravine—and saw that Runolf
vet cleared the way. He was
though he had the brute pressed against the mos
side and appeared likely to win the battle.

*Go ahead and clear the way,” Brianna whispel
deal with yvou after the hatile.”

The princ bed the hand axe dropped by

ogre that had been bearing her, then hurled it at
foe. The weapon flew straight and true, skim
over the traitor’s head to bury itselfl deep intg the
of its target. The brute's eyes opened widé,
hands drepped to his side. Runolf finished the
quickly, driving his sword up through the heart
Pulling his sword free, the traitor looked al

s}
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toward him al a dead run. Fora
' .;ﬁﬁ;'w1 to know quite what to do.
if preparing to fight, then he

.'- ide.

4. af; at her. “Goboka’s free.”
voioe rumbled down from the
tieral name of his wicked patron,
2 cringed but did not look back.

ation meant. Until now, Goboka
ng mountain lions Lo use his
had changed. ;
pen. “Stronmaus save us!” The
ary slep backward, then caught
d Brianna. “Milady, forgive
ad the decision been mine, [ wonldn'r

L

A

i demand whose choice it was, but a
o lions bounded past her. For an

the dark blood streaking their
wounds in their bodies, Goboka

tf on Runolf’s sword, tearing the
with its momentum, The rest of the
the traitor in a pack, tearing him
. There were no snarls or any

Hilel in one hand, Brianna spun
princess was too late to cast

e undead mountain lions had

e air, The thing crashed into her
dous blow, forcing the air from her
off her feet. The lion landed

to the ground, then closed its

Ak It bore down until its fangs
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just broke the skin and litile rivulets of blood dribhleg
down her neck.

“Not speak,” ardered Goboka's veice. *Lion tear ot
throat.”

Brianna obeyed. She listened in terrified silence g3
the shaman's heavy feetscraped down the ravine ani
stomped toward her, knowing that she could do nothing
excepl hold very still and wait for Goboka's wrath.

The shaman kneeled at Brianna's side, then reached
under the mountain lion. He slipped a filthy talon dowy
her breast and hooked it under Hiatea's amulet, theg
broke the silver chain and pulled the blood-flecked necle
lace from around her neck.

“Nasty magic.”

The shaman tossed her amulet aside, then pushed the

dead beasl off the princess. He summoned one of the
survivors of the ambush, then said something in their
own guitural tongue that made the warrior's purple eves
widen. The brute picked Brianna up and tucked hep
under his arm with such foree that she feared he would
crack her ribs.

Goboka grunted his approval, then went over and sat
down cross-legged among the scattered remains of the
traitor. “Bad man," he said, “Get what he deserve.”

The shaman grabbed an arm and began to eal.

» 5«

e Border Mountains

all hand tugged gently on Tavis's cape. "I see
tand the earls down in the valley,” came Avner's
ce, “We'd better go.”
aute,” Taws replied, not bothering to look
wountainside. The boy's news was no surprise
er raising Bear Driller to the king, the scout

& after them. “As long as you can see them,
ty of time."

. M dawn like the i:ﬁt vestiges of rlc ﬂrl_mg
'ﬁkfiel.imﬁ were so Ia.r:h,? thni a raven h.*.r,l

8 0f a heart, while Ihur fermurs were the size ui ver-
8 The skulls were brutish and huge, with slop-
ds, massive brows, and julting jaws with
ed tusks. Some of the heads even had the
remnants of topknots clinging to their crowns.
jore ogres,” Tavis announced. As he spoke, the
e fell on a shoulder blade lying near the base
. It was much smaller than the others, and the
dnoteracked or scorched it nearly as much. “At
of them are.”

tked up the scapula. There were several long

; i1 leﬁgﬂﬁhng that an ogre had used histusks

meat aff the bone.
= Was that!” Avner gasped. Both the boy's
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stolen gelding and Blizzard stood behind him, their pog
trils Aaring the acrid stench of the charred bopeg
“Brianna

Tavis's heart began to pound, but he tried to remajy

calm. I can’t tell from a single ljunt‘-," he said. “But itg

clearly too small to have

“Then perhaps we Hhiruid cone '-"'!'ITI':JI“ O Our owp
escape,” sugpested Basil. "There's nothing we can do fog
Erianna now."

“We don't know that.” Tavis's voice was sharper thag
he intended, “The bone might belong to semeone else,

“What makes you believe that?™ Basil asked.

*Every now and then, I've noticed partial tracksiof
what looks like a soft-soled shoe or boot,” Tavis replisd,

“The ogres have been sticking to hard ground and the

sole is smooth, 5o the print doesn’t reveal much—not
even the size or shape of the foot. But 1 do know this;
ogres don't wear shoes.”

“The tracks could belong to the princess,” Basil sug

gested.

“Or they could belong to the spy who betrayed hen”
Tavis countered. “Either way, I'm not leaving here until
we know for certain whose bones those are,”

*We're as certain as we have time to be,"” Basil said.
“Our pursuers have spoited us, and now they're redou
bling their efforts to catch up.”

The verbeeg pointed down the mountainside, Though
the scarp was not quite vertical, it was steep and barren
enough so that Tavis could see the valley below, where
the silvery ribbon of a shallow stream meandered across
a lush carpet of pointed conifer trees. More than a do
earls were urging their horses across the brook, theif
lances held high and their breastplates flashing like mir
rors in the morning sunlight.

l.']u IhP .~:a1rrfarn'5- slltu'e :.'['nnff F\-‘Inl'ﬂ".ﬂ. H:‘:ﬂ:iilﬁ up af the
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it As-each earl neared the shore, the burly fir-
away from Tavis to pull both horse and rider
e bank.
he they're not coming after us,” Avner said.
Jhis words, the boy's voice was doubtful. *Maybe
changed his mind and sent them to help.”
‘shook his head. “No, they're coming to take us
s 2a1d. “If Camden were after the ogres, he
‘genl more than a few earls.”

fen't fair!” Avner griped. “If the king's so willing

ue down, he ought to send a company of castle
his own daughter!™
ahsolutely right,” Tavis replied, rubbing his

Since Brianna disappeared, Camden's been doing

that don't make sense.”

Way to save ourselves,

tt'{j'h!g to save Brianna, not ourselves,” Tavis
ivhice still eross.

b late to save her.” Avner pointed at the bone

m?nu can't put her back together.”

_ ‘h'jr M Tavis rt'ph-‘d “That's the only way we'll
' is really is.”
Hﬂﬂm and the earls—"
ave to clinitb the mountainside just like we
y're wearing armor,” he said. “It will take

Lleast an hour. [f you two help, we can sort

3 mess by then”
Lif we discover this is Brianna?” Basil asked.

Bl
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"What will you do?"

“T'll lead you .mri Avner to ‘i.-lft‘[]f hefore [ give myself
over to Camden,” Tavis replied. “After lmuh-":m VOuL gy
my trouble with the king, | owe you thal much.”

Avner scowled at this, but Basil guickly atr‘mul OV
to the heap and began to pick up bones. “Then by ajf
means, let's begin work.” said the verbeeg. “An hoyp
ism't mmh time,”

The trio scon had the pile scattered across the ledge,
gﬂl]it‘.'ﬂng the bones into three Sepirate groups; hlmmn_
ogre, and those they weren't sure of. Tavis reduced (he
size of this last category by adding some of the
unscorched bones to the human pile, since many of
those that were obviously human also showed little sign
of heat damage. Still, their skeleton lacked critical por-
tions of the legs and back. Even the skull was missing,
making it impossible for the scout to say whether the
dead person had been as tall as Brianna.

“Well?” asked Basil, iITI;i.'Iﬂle.‘I'II.

Tavis shook his head. “I can't tell,” he said. He picked
up the human pelvis. “The hips look narrow for a
woman's, but [ can't be sure,” he said. “I've never tried to
identify someone from a pile of bones before.”

“Don't waste too much time puzzling it over,” Avoer
said. “1 can't see Morten and his friends anymore.”

“They're probably circling around to come up hehind
us;” Tavis said absentmindedly. "Armor’s heavy, s0
they'll stay mounted and try to traverse their horses up
the slope. And the forest back there will offer cover from
my arrows.”

“You'd actually shoot them?” Basil asked.

*He fired on Camden, didn’t he?” Avner's voice was
pruurl.

“1 fired past his ear,” Tavis pointed out. “But even if
the earls realize my miss was deliberate, they won't be
sure 1'd show them the same u:-urleeg,r They' i approach
with caution. We have plenly of time."

B
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ing his attention to the human's bones, the
ed the shattered sternum from the pile and
Beaan fitting hroken ribs to it. "These ribs were broken

o zﬁkg gomeone pulled them off one by one,” he

R ey, “And they all have tooth marks.”

" -ajaw fell agape. “The ogres ate her?”

'Hm:ug shaman ate someone.” Though Tavis's voice
&d calm, his mind was spinning with dreadful
ts, all of them racing toward the same opinion

Wﬁaﬂ just voiced. Doing his best to hald hack the

rrible conelusion, he continued, “But it doesn’t make
that it was Brianna. Why bring her all the way up
e to.eal her? He could have done that anywhere
e the way,”
may have an answer," Basil said. He had stepped
fer to the pile of ogre bones and pulled their skulls
mthe heap, “There are fourteen heads, but we
earlier that only El.j,lﬂ died on Coggin's Rise,
! killed six more here.”
‘Avner stared at the human remains in obvious awe.
’@ﬂmdﬂ that? he gasped.
- Basil nodded. "It would explain why the shaman
md her here. If she didn't die during the fight, he
she was too dangerous to Lﬁ*r.r alive.” The ver-
ﬁmmstmd at the human bones, "Either way, there

she lies.”

* Tavis shook his head, l-.irugglmg against his panic,

i 1- %'h& said. "There are no signs of a fight, and I don't

m Brianna could have killed so many ogres with-
W

1o _W'i'“l‘e lgnﬂrmg the evidence,” insisted Basil. “What
e 15 plain enough, Now do as you promised and
€ us to safety—before pur pursuers arrive to male
o impossible.”
; -E ¥ou're so worried, stop wasting time by arguing,”
I8 replied, unaccustomed to having his conclusions
ged by those he was guiding. “Even if it means
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letting Morten catch us, | intend to find out whose boneg
those are, Now come on. Let's see if we can locate the
hattleground.”

With that, the seout turned and led the way up the
mouniainside, following the ogre trail. The brutes’ fogr.
prints ran in both directions, as though they had gone
up and down the slope several times, This puzzled Tavie
tor a time, but when they passed a hedge of gnarled|
cold-stunted spruces and stepped into the stark barren.
ness above timberline, he realized what had happened

The six unexplained ogre deaths had occurred some-

where abave the tree line, where there was no wood to
make a funeral pyre. The surviving warriors had been
forced to carry their dead back down the slope 1o burn
them. That did not tell him much about the human
skeleton, but the scout fell confident he would learn
more when he found the place they had actually died.

“Where are you taking us?” Basil demanded, puffing
mightily as he struggled to cateh up with the scout.
“We'll be trapped up there!”

“Our quarry must have known a route through,” Tavis
replied. Although the slope abave ended at the base of a
thousand-foot ¢liff with no visible breaks, the scout was
not concerned, Runolf had tavght him long ago never to
place his faith in how a mountain looked from below. “Or
do you think the ogres came up here by accident?”

This quicted the verbeeg, and Tavis continued his
climib. Behind him, the two horses began to nicker and
snort, for the terrain had grown treacherous as well as
steep, with shaky rocks and loose ground that their
hooves were ill equipped to travel aver. The scout 1old
Avner to release his gelding, and the beast promptly
staried back down the slope, but Blizzard continued to
follow the small company toward the stony wall above.

Tavis soon saw a steep ravine cutting down through
the cliff face. A short distance from the botiom of the
rocky gulch were nine dead mountains lions. Most of

H4

¢ frowned. “What are you talking about? I'm as
-.? oils a8 you to put some distance between us and
¥ but | don’t see any proof that the princess is

:rﬁ:#m&UE glance down the mountain, then said, “Per-
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stz lay bunched together on the hillside, and all
terribly mutilated during the course of a des-
hit. Dried blood had stained brown much of the
| d between them and the gorge mouth, while |
s deadly struggle had left small furrows of dark soil
ed up and dozens of stones overturned.

HRrianna is a priestess of Hiatea, is she not?” asked

Tavis nodded.
__m then,” the verbeeg added, “if this doesn't con-

yucushes dead, nothing will."

ﬂ‘%‘“ﬂ 's talking about the mountain lions,” Tavis
w “They're =olitary creatures. They never run
il
- "So?
ﬂtm Basil who explained. "L".rnnm summoned
That's how she killed six ogres.” The verbeeg cast

5 now we can leave,"
still have plenty of time,”
?Im&ﬂnu]d be the spy's.”
lﬁ]]:i;gl gnorted his donbmn "Why would the shaman
ovwm spy?" he demanded. *That has to be Brianna
Back 1 5

Tavis 2aid. “And those

ot J
|r

ym:l say makes sense.” Tavis allowed. He had a
i his throat that felt like it might choke him, and
%*ﬂm t sure that he cared if it did. “But 1 must be
S, You o on ahead while [ look around.”
'Eﬂ where?” Basil demanded.

Tavis gestured up the ravine.
‘Jﬁand a belter chance against Morten than trying fo
m that mountain—especially alone,” Basil hissed.

Dot you have a rune that could help?”

8s
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"Of courge. | have runes that will transform me ingg
mountain goats, birds, even snow apes—but that cliff g
a high one, What happens when [ change back to 5
clumsy verbeeg in the middle of the ascent?” Bagj)
asked. “I'm better off staying here 1o help you look.”

The verbeeg turned his eves to the ground and wap-
dered away lo search the hillside. Tavis went to the
largest group of dead lions and kneeled down. The areg
wiis littered with bone shards and scraps of eloth, while
the rocky ground beneath the beasts was coated with
stale blood—some of it forming pools so deep that it st
had not dried. The seout rubbed his fingertips in the
sticky mess and raised the digits lo his nose. The syrup
smelled vaguely of iron and spoiling meat, and from thai
he concluded it had probably come from a human. i
didn't stink enough 1o be ogre, and the amount of it on
the claws and feet of the mountain lions suggested it had
come from their prey and not themselves

Tavis pulled a scrap of cloth from the blood pool and
rubbed it between his fingers. The fabric was woaol,
coarsely spun but tightly woven—the same material
from which his own cloak had been made,

Basil came over and squatted down at the scout’s side.
“I'm sorry to show you this." The verbeeg opened his
hrand. In his palm lay a tiny flaming-spear amulet
aitached to a silver chain. “This is the symbol of
Brianna's goddess, is it not?"

Tavis pocketed the scrapof cloth he had picked up,
then took the talisman. The amulet itself was in good
condition, but the chain had been broken and several
links were coated with dried blood. “Show me where
yvou found this”

Basil led him across the hill, to where a single dead
mountain lion lay on its side. Although the beast had
been badly mutilated, there was little sign of blood in the
area,

"It was below this lion." The verbeeg led the way
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hill. then stopped and waved his hand over the
' " here exactly, but this was the

; ¢ remember where exactly, but this was th
“Tcant

e for a few rocks Tavis and his companions had
sver during their descent, the area looked undis-

.'FB'H gpe any blood?” Tavis asked.
b verbees shook his head. "No, but you saw those
o

' s don’t matter.” The scout allowed himself a deep
sinh of relief, then slipped Brianna’s talisman into his
Soak pocket and smiled. “The princess will be pleased
@ her amulet hack, Tl be sure to tell her you were
sone who found it.”
S SWon've lost your wits!" said Basil. “That's blood on
& amulet's chain!”
wis nodded. “True. Brianna probably suffered a cut,
i perhaps the blood came from someone else,” he said.
ut those are the spy's bones down there, not hers.”
| narrawed his eyes. “You're just saying that so—"
alizing the folly of accusing the firbolg of lying, the
rheeg let the allegation drop in midsentence. "How do
you know?”
 Tavis reached into his pocket and removed the scrap
offabric he had recovered earlier. “I found this back
iere” He pointed across the hill to where he had found

== F__," ‘mountain lions lying amidst the scraps of bone and

of blood. “That's where our human was killed—by
na's creatures.”
sastl pointed at the fabric in Tavis's hands. “And [ sup-
€ that scrap confirms this?”

tavis nodded, passing the cloth to him. “Coarse wool
&ﬂdﬁ didu’t come from the clothes of a princess.”
S__a_ﬂlfg gray evebrows came together, “Perhaps the
sEave her a cloak.”
&8 don't spin wool,” Tavis countered.

1o suggest they stole it for her,” said the verbeeg,
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“Did you see any dead men between here and the
castle?” Tavis demanded. “Or perhaps you think theyg
simply take a man's cloak without bothering to kill hipp»

“If they took it .on the way in, we wouldn't have comg:

across the body," Basil insisted,
*The ogres wouldn't have done that,” the lirholg
answered. "As they snuck into the valley, they'd avoid

killing. A dead man’s companions might notice his

absence and sound an alarm.”

"Speaking of alarms, it's time for us to go,” said Avner

The youth pointed down the mountainside, to whera
the smail company's pursuers were just coming through
the stunted spruce hedge at timberline. Still carrying
their lances and heavy shields, the earls remained
mounted, kicking and cursing their horses as they
forced the poor beasts up the treacherous slope.

*If they're going to chase me, those earls would do
well not to abuse their mounts.”

Tavis removed Bear Driller from his shoulder and
loosed an arrow. Although the distance was fir too greal
for most archers, the scoul was able to place his shaft a
few paces directly behind the lead rider. The near miss
caused all the earls to draw up short and jump off their
mounts. They took cover among the rocks, leaving Mot
ten to clamber up the slope alone.

“What's wrong with that firbolg?” demanded Basil.
“How can he be so certain you won'l fire at him?"

“I don't think he cares,” Tavis replied. “After losing
Brianna to the ogres, he'd rather take an arrow than fail
his king again.”

“Then let's go,” Basil said. “I've no desire to let any fir-
bolg reclaim his honor at my expense.”

“That won't happen,” Tavis said. The scout led the
way to the mouth of the steep ravine, “Once we're up
there in the gorge, even Morten won't follow,”

"Why not?” Avner asked.

“Because he's not going to redeem himself by conr

g8
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IL enicide.” Basil gaid, “Which is exactly what he'll
= o if he tries to come after us while a clumsy ver-
in above him. I'm sure to send half the rocks in
raving _1-um!;']ing down on him—if | don't fall and
[ h?;nut exactly what I had in mind, but Morten's
to risk an ambush up there,” said Tavis. The

puld have suggested that Basil paint himself

he same rune he had used to levitate Morten, but

= process would take far too long. "Unfortunately,
; M {0 have difficulties of our own. [ can't help

ip me? Up that?” Avner scoffed, looking up the
It sas little more than a rock chute, so steep that,
there been a stream running through it, it would
vet been a waterfall. “That's a stairway compared to

e of the walls T've scaled.”
er stepped in the ravine and began his ascent. He
d swiltly and surely, never taking more than one
d or {oot off the rock, or lingering in ane place
than a moment. The youth found handholds on
e tiniest knobs of rock and braced his feet on stone
gs st slicer it was hard to imagine what kept them
Sirom slipping. Tavis had seen many excellent climbers
i his time—himself among them—but the boy put

| all to shame.

- Onee Avoer had ascended ashort distance, Tavis nod-
tedito Basil. “Your turn,” he said. “You're big enough
: u-f?n climb the ravine like a chimney. Press an
1 & leg against each side, then move them up one
: WI’E be right behind you in case you need help."
e verbeeg licked his lips. “You're sure I can do

ild you m!her wait for Morten?”
st reached into the ravine and drew himself up.
. Belore following, Tavis nocked another arrow and
'Im_ S around. He found his view of the mountainside
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below blocked by Blizzard's white-flecked frame. The
mare was pacing back and forth, nervously [li-t_‘l-:f_‘ring
and glaring up the ravine.

“Sorry girl,” the scout said, using Bear Driller's end g
push her away. “You'll have to trust me from here,
can'l follow where the ogres are taking Brianna.”

The horse stomped her hool, then withdrew a few
paces, On the mountainside below, Tavis quickly foung
Muorten, still charging up the slope and now easily within
arrow range. The scout drew Bear Driller's string back
then aimed the tip of his arrow at the bridge of his
gel’s nose,

The bodyguard's eyes widened in alarm, and he threw
himself face first to the rocky ground. Tavis quickly
adjusted his aim, then released his bowsiring. The
arrow hissed away. A loud ping echoed across the moun.
tain as the steel tip struck the back side of Morten’s
breastplate, then the shaft ricocheled away.

Tavis smiled, then whispered, “That shot should slow
down even an angry firbolg.”

.'jrfju

Needle Peak loomed across the valley, a granite
minaret rising a thousand feet above the field of gray
boulders surrounding it. Behind the spire lay the silhous
ette of the next mountain ridge, a jagged wall of stong
and ice. To the pinnacle’s south, the rocky meadow
ended at the brink of a vast, murky abyss. From these
gloomy depths came the dull roar of an unseen river, s
frothing waters filling the air with a fine mist that bent
the sun’s light over the canyon in a stunning arc of red
and yellow and blue.

The rainbow was the only colorful thing in the vista
ahead. To the north of the pinnaclé, the field ended
beneath a wall of loose boulders and pearly ice, the tet
minal moraine of a large glacier. The snow field curved

o0
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: & miles, slowly climbing toward a cirque in the
ridge.

Sorein the unseen valleys ahead were trees, or
hﬂd heard, but she could see only the gray
ramparts of mountain chain after mountain
higher and more icy than the last, until the

g0 lofty and snowy she could no longer tell

m the clouds. The princess had never before

Beyond the borders of her father’s kingdom
\on the vast expanse of the Ice Spires. The
her heart with a despair as dark and deep 4s
s hidden ahead.

apes down the couloir, Goboka stopped. The
an lifted a boulder off the boltom of the nar-

. then began a careful examination of the

curately, the one car-

- 5 stopped to wail, bracing
nd against the couloir wall to keep from sliding
=steep slope. The other survivors of Brianna's

‘. htly burdened, one ¢
and the other Runoli's

had been examining and reached for another,
found herself silently cursing Goboka's delay.
by stopped moving, the smell of the ogres mrew
bly worse, to the point where her jaws ached
omach churned. Not even the bitter wind
garry the awful stench away fast enough, and she
recall ever wanting anything guite so much as
wanted to retch,
hat was impossible. Even if the ogres had not
__-:-_ﬁ*‘-f"i'ﬂ’ﬁh one of their filthy rags, the princess
t have stopped her teeth from chattering long
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enough to do the job. They w b in the mountaing
where the sun's rays were z s ice and a stably
hitter cold crept into the ILI.I'!L"H with every bre:
make matters worse, as a way of disc anothep
escape atlempt, Goboka had burned Brianna's clogk
with the bodies of his dead warri She wore nothing
more than the faflered remains of the cashmere dressiy
which she had attended Tavis's party. Even the slightest
breeze numbed her flesh, and up here the wind howlad
loud enough to shame an entire pack of dire wolves.
Brianna twisted around to look up the mountain, pray-

ing she would see her f: 11]1ur & mern Lll[Hblll}T aver the
rocky noteh above

taking then
until the ball

the swift roval horses, the rescue party should be clos-
ing'in by now.

Al least Brianna hoped they were. Already her bones
ached with cold, and her joints felt (oo stiff to me i
her rescuers did not arrive soon, there would be nothing
left to recover but a frozen body,

When no guards appeared, F:r‘l.:nl‘l.: re ]m ..mth h'-[l.t‘d
herself to ook down the stee : [
for rescuers only made wm[ More agon

At the front of th line, Goboka p
narrow stone with i .
mighty thrust, he drove one end deep into the _|_._.:]|'_LIL|H{.
planting the stake in the center of the couloir, where the
wall d within twenty paces of each other and the
pitch o steep stones sometimes rolled down the hill
with no visible impetus. The shaman tested the pillar to
make sure it was steady, then took Runoll's head and
placed it on top ul the post.

The shaman said something in the deep, guttural voic®
he used for casting spells. Runol es poppet ope
They were not dazed or glassy, as those of a dead man, bif
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alert and alive, The traitor's gaze roved over

sonlnir and came to rest on Brianna's face. There was

v of terrible anguish in the depths of his eyes,
ething more, as though he was more sad for
s than he was for himseli.
conld not look at Runaolf’s face without remeny-
¢ how he had asked forgiveness and claimed the
om to hetray her had not been his, Then whose deci-
it been, Runolf? Was Tavis involved? Did his
Lof her imclude more than abusing her good
e princess would have liked to call down a
Uthese guestions of the traitor, bul of course sh

kit 's ereatire now, and the sadness in his eyes might
meant anything—or nothing at all.

LA loud, wavering cry erupted from his throat,
irpugh the wind to crash against the cliffs of the
mountiing. For a moment, there was no answer,

dlan excited murmur slowly bubbled up from the

¢ fields beneath Needle Peak. The gray stones
and at first Brianna could not understand what she
ant shapes began to arrange
heﬁ.inlﬂ raggred formations, line after line, rank
unk. A strange thunder rumbled across the valley,
more rhythmic with each repetition, until she
& outasingle, puttural word rising from the

30f a thousand ogres: “Bree-an-a! Bree-an-a!”

.
n

L
0

b




L
*»0 <

Runoly’s Couloir

The disembaodied head of Runolfl Saemon sat thiry
paces down the slope, fixed artop a small rock spipe
lodged between the craggy walls of the steep coulajy
The = ant's face was pale with death, his chegks
hollow and his lips the color of ash, but his eyes
seemed very much alive, They
columbines, with twitching «
and watchiul pupils fixed on Tavis's |

Far a long time, the scoul sat pn his haunches in the
windv notch above the couloir, waiting for Basil and
Avner 1o join him.

More than anything, Tavis wanted to avoid thinking
about the gruesome scene below, but his mind would
not allow it. His thouglits kept returning to whal he siaw,
searching for an acceptahle theory to explain why it was
Runolf Saemon’s head waiting down there.

There was only one conclusion for Tavis to reach: His
mentor haid been part of Brianna’s abduction from the
beginning. Runolf had been the guide who led the ogres
past the outposts of the Border Guard. Later, he had begn

i sneaking away from the party at the Weary
Giant to warn the kidnappers of their quarry’s approach.
And now, having been ripped apar! by Brianna's mnountain
lions, the trailorous sergeant continued to serve the

s some sort of undead watchman.
only thing Tavis did not understand was why.
out fixed his eyes across the val where d
long file of dark forms was climbing the glacier north of
Needle Peak. A cold wind was blowing from that diree
tion, and on its breath Tavis caught faint whiffs of the
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4, spur-milk odor of ogre flesh. Sometimes, he
bt there was a more fragrant scent, one he remeny-
g the princess's visits 1o the Weary Giant, bt
stion was only playing tricks on him. Brianna
sartainly with the ogres, bul her perfume would
have worn off.
scout’s stomach burned with a hollow pain he
not too long ago, upon learning of the death of
ive mother, Tsa Wirr. This time, he could not
1t he was mourning. Was il for Brianna,
fost in the midst of a thousand foul-smelling
swas he grieving for Runolf, whose unfath-
‘betraval had left him feeling even more lost than
EEs?
Jforced himself 1o look down the couloir and met
P's gaze. Runolf's eyes were filled with shame
two emotions Tavis had never before seen
s face. In life, Bunolf had been one of those
n% s confident in his own moral code as fir-
in their laws, a dedicaled man who always
@ strict codes of duty and honor to the letter,
agres had corrupted a man of such character,
roould not imagine. Perhaps when he knew
would also know why they had taken Brianna,
Jknow you led the ogres into Hartsvale,”
ol down. “The thing I don't understand is why.

cannot do,” replied the head. “But | will say
ember what 1 taught you about three-toed

remembered. He had still been a young boy,
arely a head higher than his mentor. Some-

3 ﬁtmg serfe off Earl Aleal's lands, and Runolf's
assigned to hunt it down. They searched for

it finding any sign of the mysterious killer,

8 discovered a set of strange prints left by long,
el with three toes and two claws. The tracks
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did not look large enough to be dangerous, and like
voung firbolgs, his curiosity sometimes '
him. So he followed them.

The trail ended on top of a rocky cliff. T: s
almost an hour trying to pick it up again, even goinggg
far as to climb partway down the cliff to see if the creg:
ture lived in a hidden crevice. It never occurred tg him
to look up, at least not until he heard the muffled futer
of a winged credture diving through the air.

Tavis pressed his face tight against the rocks
ng 1o feel the talons of some angry raptor digging inlg
his flesh. Instead, the strum of several bowstrings

sounded above. A terrible, manlike cry echoed off the

cliff, then a blasl of bone-chilling cold washed over his
back. A heavy body crashed into the rocks beside him,
lashing him with a leathery wing, and fell away an
mstant later. When the young scout looked down, he
saw a white dragon plunging along the cliff face, its body
peppered with the arrows of RunolPs patrol

Runolf came to the eliff edge and looked down al
Tavis, wha was frozen in place—whether from [right or
the cold blast of the dragon’s breath, the firbolg did not
know.

“What did you learn from that?" Runolf asked.

*I thought | was the one doing the stalking, but [ was
wrong," Tavis replied. "The dragon was hunting me.”

“True enough, but that's not what I mean,” Runalf
said. “Twant you to think about what happens when yott
go off chasing things you don't understand. The mou
lains are as cruel as they are mysterious, and they won'l
suffer curious fools for long.”

With that, Runolf backed away from cliff edge and |'L';d
hig patrol away. It had taken most of the day before Tavi®
could move his frozen body enough to climb up and follows

After considering the disembodied head's warnings
Tavis called down the slope, “Is that what happened 19
you, Runolf? Did you get involved in something yo¥

va
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bwisted into a bitter sneer. "I under-
ore than I wished. I understood so well [
an my duty.” He lowered his eyes, directing
the stump of his severed neck. “And this is
et
muldmkf Yol qufﬁli{}n your duty?” the scout

suzzled. “Why would you ever betray the

looked more ashamed than ever, but did not
guestion. "Leave Brianna to her fate,” he

ing will only bring harm upon yoursell.”
s could not believe what he heard. Over the years,
fought all manner of beasts with Runoli, and
thad his old friend warned him off. In fact, the
had always recited his motto before each bat-

Eorget your fear and remember your duty.—and

man to keep it close to his heart.
e doing your duty, weren't you?" Tavis sur-
Youquestioned it because you couldn’l betray

back." Runolf warned.
6 commanded you to be the ogres’ guide?” the
anded, Even as he asked the question, he real-

s mentor would have taken such an order from

@ persen. Before Runolf could reply, Tavis
“The king!"
must remain secret!” Wisps of golden light
c]m_u_!funqlfs eyes. “I'm sorry to do this, but
tnisty glow in Runolf's eyes began to spin, form-
‘oftiny yellow cyclones. The two whirlwinds

s _“ lengthen, hissing like dragon’s breath as they

 the couloir,

5 turned and threw himself down the other side of
fiain, landing on a broad scree slope. Above
IFs attack struck the noich with a thunderous
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crash, rocking the mountainside and filling the sky with
a vellow flash. The scout began to roll, tumbling ke ad
over heels, Before he could stop himsellf, 5 muffled
rrowl rumbled down the mountainside, then the entjpa
scree slope broke free and began o HJI-L

No stranger to avalanches, the firbolg spread his armg

;:',F[|[| l ¥ -.[|p|| |'|i\ luml‘b|r- W hi i1 ]Jt’ fi VITHAD JL’Lii Ly
stabilize himself, he was lying on his back with his hegg]
pointed downhill, still being carried down the mountaiy
with the sliding scree.

Tavis jerked his knees toward his chest. The ac tion
flipped him into the air, with the result that he landed
F wn on the avalanche. Although small stones and

el were now pelting his head, at least he was
ending feethirst in a more controlled position. He
egan rolling to the side, across the landslide, and soon
found himsell within reach of a rock outcropping. Aflera
few painful instants-of clawing and kicking, he caught
hold of a crevice and dragged himself out of the slide

“What happened?” called a familiar voice.

Tavis looked up and saw Basil clinging to a boulder
ahove, The scout had slid so far that he was more thand
dazen pac Jow the runecaster, who still had a con-
siderable di: tance to climb before reaching the noteh
ahave lu'.uiu «aulpir, The verbeeg's breath caniein
FASPS s the wind rasping through Lhe crags

FI' ltu‘ steep climb was rendered even more diffi
um by the mauntain’s thin air,
“The ogres left a sentry on the other side ol the
ch,” Tavis explained. A bolt of akirm shot thr ieh his
as he noted that Avner was not clinging to the
ar the verbeeg, “Where's Avner?”

Basil pointed down the slope. “When the slide started;
Avner was about there,” he said. *I didn't have time 10
see What happened to him."

Tavis looked down and saw that the avalanche h‘ld
seraped the hillside clean, leaving a sheer scarp of €

of
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itin its wake. There were seve =il Targe crags onto
he boy could have scrambled to safety, but the
ot see Avner clinging to any of them.
hie yelled.
Boy's he: sad popped oul of a crevice. "Is it safe?
& hreathed a sigh of relief. “It's never safe up this
Bt at least the slide’s over.”
er serambled up the rocky face like a mountain
s broad smile supgesting that he preferrad the
rock to the loose fooling of the scree.

sntil it reached a flat at the hase of the hill. On the
ile of this small plateau, the mountainside once

paxsud sinee Jhwm Hurr*-x'.xln* H Wi
iy gorge, made darker by the conifer forest cre 1‘]’*—
) its walls.
L Havis knew Morten and the earls were somewhere
iﬁlﬂu ere, for he had glimpsed them
d thraugh a clearing, The earls |
wrses, along with their lances ﬂnd heayy shields,
mble along on foot. It had been difficull to tefl
* from a distunce, but the scout had seen several sil
immers as the sun flashed off polished s ¥
that they had kept at least some of their armor.
| Tavis was nol happy to know the king's men
. I following, he was far from concerned. Even
\Basil and Avner along, the scout knew plenty of
: merease his lead—and over the last few days he
lloyed only a few of them. But sooner or later, he
caleh the ogres, and then he would have to slow
rescue Brianna. It would be then that his own
i W“Ehl him. He only hoped they would be slow

BN 1o arrive afler the task was completed.
'a#ﬂﬂl‘ Ioined Tavis and Basil on their oute ropping,
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then the trio ascended to the notch above Runglf'
couloir. They stopped just below the summit, lying o
their bellies and being careful to keep their heads dowy,

Az they peered through the gap, Basil exclaimed. “By
the rock beneath my belly! That must be the entire ogra
nation!”

The verbeeg was looking across the valley at the long
file of agres climbing the gla north of dle I

“I don't know that it's the entire nation,” Tavis il
“No one knows how many cgres live in the lce Spires
But there are certainly more than a thousand over
there.”

“A thousand or a hundred thousand, it's the same to
us,” Avner said. "How will we ever rescue Brianna from
all those ogres?"

“We'll steal her,” Tavis replied. “You seem to be preity
good at that.”

*The best.” If Avner noticed the irony in Tavis's voics,
he showed no sign. The youth pointed down the couloir
al the disembodied head of Tavis's former mentor, now
encased by a dome of golden light. “But I've never had
fosneak ta head before. What is he, some kind of
spiril guardian?”

*Yes, and there will be no sneaking past him,” Basil
said. The verbeeg's hand dropped to his satchel, then
added, “Fortunately, T have a rune that will repay him in
kind for what he did to us. An avalanche won't destroy
him, but it should bury him deep enough for us to pass
without trouble,”

avis shook hishead. “T'd rather capture him."

“Capture him?” Avner hissed. “We'll be doing good
just to-get by him alive. Basil's plan sounds good to me.”

*No,” Tavis insisted. “He knows too much about
Btianna's abduction. | want to interrogate him.”

*You're mad!” Avner said.

“Whether that's so or not, I'm the leader of this rescu€

¥

party.” Tavis turned to Basil, then asked, “Can vou force
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answer my quesr_iunﬁ?"'

erbeeg sighed. “I do have a rune 111:1_1 wli]l grant
ol pver undead spirits, but [ must paint it on his

forchead?”

not as difficult as it sounds,” H:ﬁ_’:[linfr:-rnwd hin.
an assigned your friend’s spirit to watch ”“.5
¢ When he can no longer see to do that, he ¢an't
‘on the shaman's magic.” R
you saying we have to blind him?” Tavis asked.
% what | was thinking of, yes,” Basil replied.

- {could get that close, [ wou [dn't need you!”

s are not spells,” the verbeeg explained. “You
them about like spears,”
wusidered the problem for a moment, then
s there any chance my arrow would actually »

troy him?"

unless a cleric had blessed it,” Basil answered.
I may know a way to blind him,” Tavis said,
an arrow. “Wish me luck.”
e erawled up into the rocky notch and took aim. The
aund Runali's head began to spin, forming a
dpool of golden light. Tavis exhaled in a steady
h, releasing the bowstring at the moment his lungs
completely emptied themselves.
arrow flew straight for one of Runolf's eyes, then
iinto the spinning light. For a moment, the scoul
ht the shaft would find its mark, but the wood
Bl to'the whirling glow as though snatched from the
arrow swung around the back of the disembod-
like a stone in a sling, and Tavis knew what
pen mext.
L “Get down!”
ushed Avner's head down and dropped over
He began to slide, the rocky starp painfully
§ fils flank as his own arrow sizzled past a mere
breadth above his head. He braced his feet on the
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slope and halted his descent, then looked back to see hje
arrow arcing down toward the small plateau.

“So much for that idea,” said Avner. “"How about gy
ing Basil's plan a try?™” '

“Even if | didn’t want to interrogate him, what makes
you think-an avalanche would worle?" Tavis ¢

"Judging by what we've seen of Rlll!'mif sde
don't think the shaman overlooked an obvious trick like
that."

The seout scrambled back up the ¢liff and peered ovey
the top of the notch. Runolf remained atop the stone
spire, a yellow halo enveloping his head and golden
fames crackling in his eyes.

“Avner?" Tavis asked. "What would you do il you hiad
to steal a key from the pocket of a big sentry—back
when it was necessary for you to do such things?”

The vouth considered the problem for a moment, !Iu-n
sard, “If there was no way to knock him unconsc
sneak up as close as 1 could, then have someone
tract him while [ picked his pocket.”

“That won't work here,” Basil said. “You cannot sneak
up on spirit guardians, and they have no pockets to
pick.”

*MNo, but we can distract him,” Tavis said. “Mavhe we
can get close enough o grab him.”

“And then what?™ Avner demanded. “Grabbing 3 wild-
cat's tail will get you ¢ !a"A-HI faster than anything clse

“Not if you do it right,” Tavis said. He turned to Ba
and asked, “Are you sure vou can cause that rockslide

The verbeeg rolled his eyes at the fonlish questic
“Would you like me to prepare the rune?

When Tavis nodded, Basil opened his satche
pulled a hammer and steel chisel from it. He se
flat rock, then set the chisel blade on it and began to tap.

While Tavis waited for the runecaster to finish, he
slipped his bow over his shoulder. After a quick glance &t
the waists of his companions, he motioned at Avner's belt.
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e seo that,” he requested.
yth promptly undid his huckle and handed the

r “What do vou want with it?"

| see”
belt was surprising new, made of black-dye i
e as stiff as shoe leather. Tavis slowly flexed the
ek and forth. It was almost too rigid for whal he
mind, but its bulk could turt oul {o bie an advan-
e scout detached Avner's dagger scabbard and
it to the boy, then grabbed a rock and hegan tn
i the belt to muke it more flexible,
Sifee!™ Avner objected. “That's a new belt!”
Antd where did you come across a new belt?" Tavis
ed. “1 don't recall making it for you, and we cer-
daly didn'f have the spare coins to buy it"
ISFargetit,” Avner sighed. “There’s always more
at came from.”
his time, Tavis looked up. “There'd better not be.”
14 ﬁrbt‘.i'lg resumed his work, pounding each section
olt until the leather grew as soft and flexible as cloth.
e him, Basil continued to tap his chisel, filling the
vith-a soft chime as erratic as a bell swinging loose in

_',,#_l-_ll'l?'_f‘-s voice seunded from the other side of the
e "Whatever you're doing, Tavis, it won't work,” he
tiied. The words were difficult to make out, for the
'ﬂ\l‘llng wind softened the consonants and swallowed
IEvowels, “My spirit serves Goboka, and only his
will release it.”

looked tp. “That's fine with us,” he said, speak-

te Lo Tavis and Avner than to Runo!
‘We have in mind has nothing to do with freeing

CEhe verbeeg put his hammer and chisel back in his
ﬂlﬂﬂ showed Tavis the stone he had been work-
EE]("*’HIH rune etched on its face was surpris-
simple, just three blue lines capped by a white
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crescent.

*I'm holding it upside down,” Basil said. “When yay
turn it over, it'll set the whole hill ko sliding.”

Tavis raised his brow, “And if | tura it over again?"

T’ stop the landslide—but I don't kanow how
quickly,” the verbeeg replied. He handed the runestone
to Tavis, then added, “T suggest you be very careful.”

T smiled. “This should work fine.” With the rune
stone in one hand and Avner's belt in the other, he
inched up toward the notch. “I'll go over and bring
Runall’s head undér control. Wait here until then, but he
ready to paint the rune that gives you control over
undead.”

“I'm coming with you,” Avner announced,

Tavis shook his head, “This is too dangerpus—"

“H it's so danperous, we should just bury him,” Avner
sstid,

*l vcan always do that later,” Tavis replied. "I'll et the
avalanche take him if I get into trouble.”

“With two of us, you'll be less likely to get into
trouble,” Avner countered. When Tavis showed no sign
of yielding, the boy's eves grew hard, and he added,
“You can let me come with you or after you. We'll stand 4
better chance if we work together.”

Remembering how well the youth had oheyed his
orders to wait al the Weary Giant, Tavis reluctantly
acquiesced. “Then take this,” He passed the hoy's belt
back. “Runolf will concentrate on me, so you'll haved
better chance of actually reaching him."

*That makes sense,” Avner replied. He held the bal-
tered belt up. “But what do [ da with this old thing oncel
get therer" |

*I should think that would be obvious,” Basil ﬁﬁl*:]_'
“Use the belt to blindfold him uwtil [ can paint my rime
on his forehead. If he can't see, he can't perform the
task for which he was created, and his link with the
shaman will be interrupted.”
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s eyes lit in understanding.
down opposile sides of the couloir,” Tavis
4rt the avalanche to distract Runolf, and we'll
hehind it. Then I'll try to stop the slide right

0 ’:ﬁ': huries him, but if either of us gets inlo trouble,

the slide take him. You understand:”
- could be simpler.”
that, the young thief hoisted himself upward.
serambled into the notch after the boy, then the
& to their feet. Runolf’s halo dimmed, the flames
tjres burning more brightly as he regarded

LA

dare you bring a child into this!” the head

e on my own,” Avner yelled down. “And I'm as

a8 Tavis was when you made a scout of him,”

nd that's as old as vou shall grow,” Runelf replied in

ancholy vaice, His goliden halo began to dim, then
el “IE's not in my power to show mercy—even (o

scoul turned his runestone over. The seree slape
me loose with a tremendous crack, sliding down the
Airin a single huge cascade. Tavis waited an instant,
1" ed Avner toward the far wall,

deaped into the couloir on the tail of the avalanche,
g toward the wall opposite Avner, hoping to draw
HNoIFs attacks upon himself. The tactic failed miser-
= sergeant’s eyes rotated in different directions,
llowing Avner and the other the scout. A fiery
ol energy arced from each of the golden orbs,

g and sizzling up the narrow couloir,
Stlucked. The blazing beam flashed past, licking
ack of his cloak with golden flames, and struck the
P wall. A deafening bang echoed through the
scout’s nostrils filled with the acrid smell of
rock; and he felt a heavy shard of stone lam
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into his shoulders, pitching him forward. He found higy.
self flying down the slope and clutched the runestone 1
his breast. He glimpsed Avner, on the opposite wall gf
the canyon, sliding along behind the avalanche, The
boy's clothes were smoking and his mouth was wide

open with fear, but at least he was descending feetfirst

and on his back, and that was all Tavis had time to see
before he crashed face first into the sliding scr

The scout went shooting down the couloir ; though
he were falling headlong down a frozen waterfall, He
tried to look down the couloir lo find Runolf, but all he
saw was 4 billowing cloud of dust. A tremendous weighi
began to gather around his legs, and he realized that the
landslide was overtaking him. He kicked himself {ree;
trying to push himself down the slope faster than the
scree, but did not turn the runestone over immediately.
He and Avner would be easy targets without the
avalanche to cover their descent and keep their adver
sary busy.

Tavis forced himself fo wait five long hearth:
had to keep kicking his legs free to keep the r
heap from hurling his feet over his head and send him
tumbling down the mountain. Rocks of all s lattered
past, gouging his arms and | sometin
ing off his Aanks or back. The scout press
into the gravel, shrugging his shoulders up to proled
his heard as best he could,

At last, Tavis counted five heartheats. He raised his
head and looked toward the center of the couloir, buf
still could not see anything except billowing dust. Never-
theless, he turned the runestone around—then immedi
ately wondered if that had been wise. The scree beneath
his chest began to drag against the mountain and slow,
but the gravel behind him continued to press forward,
pourng over him in a pelting, scouring tide of stone 4
dirt. Desperate to keep himsell from being buried alive.
the scout rolled onto his back and jerked his knees
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n flipped Tavis over in a backward somer-
‘ot deposit him facedown on the shide as it
ont the other side of the notch. Instead, it
him, so that he stood on his feet with his
downhill and the landslide rumbling down in

The scout braced his elbows against his chest

ed his forehead to the runestone, forming a
acket in front of his mouth and nose. Then the
ed over him, robbing him of all distinction

ed it.

wess, Fora

{ he was vaguely aware that he was moving, but

n that sensation vanished, and all he could see
blue and white lines of the glowing runestene.

& time later, Tavig's chest trembled with the effort

g, He did not hear the sound, only felt it, but it
had survived. More than that, it meant his
treate an air pocket had succeeded—though
cult to believe, with all the dirt and dust
this nose and throal. Though a tremendous
erushed down on him from all sides, he feli
Welghtless, almost separated from his body.
ded 1o move, first his head, then his torso, and
timb. He strained with all his might, pushing
pressing outward in everv direction. Noth-
ned, except that he felt the heat of his own
_ﬂle_'_tinjr packet in front of his face. How much
Ewould his air last? A minute—maybe two or

‘contemplated this horrible question, Tavis real-
still might be able to move one set of muscles.
0 wiggle his fingers, and discovered that he
the runestone back and forth. Something

nr been a whoop of joy rose from his chest,
tld not hear it to be sure, The scout did not
slowly worked his fingertips over the rune-
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stone’s surface, spinning it a tiny amount with cach
effort. i

Dust fell in his eyes, The scratchy grains burned hop
ribly, but all he could do was blink and try to wash them,
oul with tears. He kept turning the stone. The gra{-,ﬂ'
around him shuddered. The scout felt himself =lip along
with it, dirt-and stones dropping onto his face. '

Tavis turned the runestone once more, and then hiw

body trembled as the whole hillside crept into motion
The scoul stopped working the stone and tried to kick
his legs and fluil his arms, as though trying to fight free
of the Clearwhirl's cold currents. Dirt and pebbles
streamed through the gap between his arms, covering
his chest and spilling into his mouth,

Suddenly, Tavis's elbow broke loose. Cool air rushed
in, and gray light filled his tiny world. Dropping the
runestone onto his chest, the scout pushed his free arm
out of the hole and clutched at the dirt, pulling himself
upward as the s itinued its gentle slide,

His head sl to the light. A harsh, rhythmic
rasping filled ears: the sound of coughing. Tavis
twisted his body uphill, freeing his other arm, and pulled
lhe runestone pul of the hole, He turned the crescent
uphill, and the scree slowly stabilized. Holdin .
and head out of the dirt, the scout waited, coughing and
wheezing, for the gravel to stop moving.

“Tavis!" Avner shouted. “There you are!”

Tavis looked toward the voice and saw the bioy halane
ing on the surface of a large boulder: He looked dusty
and bruised, but did not appear to have suffered any¥
serious injuries. He still held both his belt and daggen
There was no sight of Runolf or the spire on which the
disembodied head had been resting.

“Where's Runolf?” Tavis asked. Being careful to keep
the crescent lurned uphill, he laid the runestone aside

and began digging himself free. ;

“After all your talk about capturing him, you buried
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rdian anyway,” muttered Basil. The ver-
i was barely understandable, for he was
¥ - down a harren face of schist where there
e a few moments earlier. “1 believe he's
with Avner, though it's difficult to be cer-

s s much dust.” _ .
eanlled. “What a relief,” he said. “T wasn't sure

i ¢a was going to work anywi 3

He boy et his sentence trail off, for a circle of light

heneath the talus just a few paces in front ol
gund heaved upward. Golden rays streamed
igsing and writhing like snakes.
‘said Basil. “This could be a difficulty.”
raced his hands on the ground and worked his
de to side, at the same time trying to kick
*Avner, get away!”
leaped off his houlder, but did not retreat
il commanded. Instead, he put the dagger
his teeth and crept forward to the edge of the
ground, the belt siretched tant between his

legs came free all at once, sending him tum-
hill. He stopped after his first somersault,

el to his feet, Already, he could see the erown
 halo rising from the scree, The scout drew

Atack with the stone!” Basil called. The verbeeg
&y from the sehist scarp, covering the remain-
to the scree pile in a single jump. “Its magic
through what steel cannot.”
Bal's eyes appeared at ground level, looking up
toward Basil. The golden halo dimmed, and
dlames licked the stonesin front of the spirit
e ﬁﬁ[_l&r stood less than a pace away, at Runolf’s
r his peripheral vision would detect the slight-
Emient, The young thief fruze instantly, standing
0 his nostrils did not flare.
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“Over here, traitor!” Tavis called. Though it pai
him to ridicule his mentor, it was the best way ]-.E-:I d-"]-
think of {o prevent Runolf from noticing Avner e
“Who do yeu call traitor?” Runoll demanded He roe
the rest of the way out of the ground, slowly - i
;-'urr.r?nrl i 5. " have done my duty!”
3y your princess into the hands of orrace
Tavis demanded. * Ihi:lli not. g o
With that, the scout dropped his sword and snatcheg
H?i." runestene off the ground. He flung it in Runolfts
dire tion, and the head's halo flashed brilliant '.'ullm#"l
sendmg Avner stumbling two st vack. In th e

shiced through the pro
k 4 glancing blow off Runoli’s chi
tered to the ground, its runes dark and gray.

Hllﬂi]” fixed his ¢yes on Tavis. “I was no traitor,” the
head said. “You must know | alwavs performed my
duty.” - I

“To whom?” Tavis scoffed. “Vaprak, the ogre

Avner sprang forward even as Tavis sp
slipped his belt over Runolf’
pulled the head off the pedes
the scree,

*Well done!” called Basil. The verbeeg rushed dowit
the hill with brush in hand. “But keep that belt tight 6
Runolf spies us for even an instant, the shaman’s magies
will return to him—and we'll pay with our li i

“Don't worry,” said Avner. He looped the strap arpund:
Runolf's head once more, then buckled it tight. “I'm ngk
going to let him see anything.” I

Once Tavis arrived, the youth carefully passe
to him. The scout waited for Basil to arrangs
then turned Runolf over so the verbeeg could paint the
brow. A faint glow of yellow shone around the edges
the blindfold, but otherwise Runolf looked more or 1€55
normal for a disembodied head, with pallid flesh a# y
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=l -and dry as unoiled leather. He did not

S ﬁ,tmgglﬂ at all, but seemed properly

i@ dead man.
ﬁr}h?ﬂﬂﬂh to Runolf's brow. A wisp of yel-
1o hiss from the spirit-guardian’s mauth,
vead still did not resist or object. The
ad slowly, showing no anxiety as he
He did not use ink or paint. Rather, magic

i the brush wh itself, the tip trailing glowing green

wer the runecaster drew it. The process

B '.'ul.ﬁs.-and by the time the verbeeg had fin-
s gt

ance between Bunolf’s lemples was cim-
red with an intricate tangle of sticklike lines.
o) his brush and wiped the tip on his cloak,
4 it 1o his satchel. “It's safe. Pve usurped the
pagic—at least temporarily,” he said. "Remove
il Runoifs spirit will be ours to command.”
d the head facedown, then did as asked,

i tha lindfold ready just in case Basil's magic

‘effective as the verbeeg claimed. Runolf's
gl to come alive beneath his fingers, once

a.’muppll: and full. When the head did not
ek, or show any objection to the runecaster’s
}

ul slowly turned him over. The pall of
oe that had covered Runolf’s eyes was
d now by a shimmering yellow mist that
ating mito the air
snoli said. There was neither anger noy
voice, only acknowledgement and recogni-
have done I did not choose.”
amoll,” the scout replied, “And in my heart,
remember are those yvou did choose: to
#nd to serve your king in good faith.”
," he aid, his face showing his relief. “You
Were a son to me.”
R ! . “And | hope 1 made a proud father of
il "But now we find ourselves facing each
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other like enemies, and you must tell me why.”

“I'm not your enemy,” Runolf replied. “And if you're
loyal to Camden, you’ll turn back and never mention
what you've seen.”

“The king has given me no commands, so I am free tg

pursue Brianna, and [ will,” Tavis replied. “But you musg 5

tell me why he gave his daughter to the ogres.”

“I beg you, do not ask. To answer is to violate my "

duty—and yours.”
“But | have asked,” Tavis replied.

Runolf clamped his mouth shut, fighting against the b

command. The golden mist poured from his eyes in bik
lows, and the glowing runes on his forehead shined as
bright as flames. He began to tremble, and Tavis feared
the strain of the internal battle would destroy the head.

Finally, Runolf’s lips parted, and a low, croaking voice %

issued from his throat. “Payment,” he said. “It was the

price Camden paid the ogre shaman, Goboka, for help-T

ing him win the War of Harts."

A cold knot of outrage filled Tavis’s stomach. “Cam-

den sold his daughter for a kingdom?” he gasped. “A
man who could do that is no king!”

“Not a firbolg king, perhaps,” replied Basil. “But most
other races—especially men—are easily capable of such
betrayals. In fact, among my own people, treachery is
considered a virtue for the ruling class.”

“I'm not interested in the dishonest ways of your peo-
ple,” Tavis growled. “Nor am I interested in servinga

king who holds power in such esteem that he betrays
his own flesh to secure it.”

“You're judging him too harshly,” said Runolf. “When
Goboka offered the ogres’ help in return for Camden’s
firstborn daughter, the promise was an easy one to
make. Brianna had not yet been conceived, and girls aré
rare among the Hartwicks.”

“So I have heard,” Tavis replied. Brianna herself had
once explained that her hushand would be the first king
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not descended by direct male lineage from the original
fartwick king. “The princess told me sl*_.c was opnly the
tenth girl-child in her line, and the first woman to
pecome sole heir to the throne.”

“Then you know the king never intended to give away
his child,” said Runolf. “But now, he must honor the
promise. To refuse would mean war with the ogres, and
thousands would suffer in Brianna’s place.”

Tavis's knees grew weak, his thoughts spinning in his
head. Still holding Runolf in his hands, he sat on the
ground and felt tears running down his cheeks. “Why?”
he asked. “What do the ogres want with her?”

“T don’t know,” Runolf replied. “Neither does the
king.”

“A more interesting question is how this Goboka knew
Brianna would be born,” said Basil. “After a thousand
years of kings, it seems strange he should ask for a
princess shortly before one becomes the first female
heir to Hartsvale.”

“Goboka set him up!” Avner exclaimed. “I'll bet the
ogres arranged the whole war, just so he'd need them.
I've helped—er, I've seen—charlatans use tricks like
that to cheat people at the village fair.”

“That thought has crossed the king’s mind, I assure
you,” Runolf said. “But it makes no difference. If Goboka
has the magic to do such a thing, then refusing to honor
the promise would be even more dangerous.”

Basil shook his head. “This shaman’s magic is power-
ful, but not that powerful. He couldn’t do such a thing
without help—very powerful help.” The verbeeg fell
silent for a moment, then asked, “Do you know where
the ogres were taking Brianna?”

Runolf’s face went rigid. “They didn't tell me,” he said
in a strained voice.

“That's not what I asked you,” Basil pressed. “Do you
know where they're going?”

'he mist in Runolf's eyes suddenly grew hot, then
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shot out in two great plumes of searing steam
dropped the head and scrambled away, his Chﬁ:st
arms throbbing with pain from the scalding he had i
received,

“What's happening?” the firbolg demanded.

“The shaman'’s fighting my magic,” Basi] s'l
“Amazing!” 3
The verbeeg backed away, motioning for his com
ions to do the same. Then he looked back to Rup

head, which was now completely engulfed in the e
steam. “Where are the ogres taking Brianngat
demanded.

The runes on Runolf's brow flared, filling the bg
cloud with a brilliant green glimmer.

“l overheard a name,” came the croaking reply,
light Vale.”

The steam cloud began to whirl, draining back’
the eyes of the disembodied head. Basil’s runes f

Runolf’'s mouth.
“Let's move!” Tavis velled. ¥
The companions turned and rushed for the could
walls, grasping for handholds even as they leaped
the stony ramparts. With a tremendous crack, Rung
head flew apart. A wall of sheer force slammed into't
backs, driving the breath from their lungs and pin
them tightly against the crag.
Tavis did not care. His face pressed against the #
he clung to his handholds with a death grip. Behind|
the talus shuddered, then, with a deafening oz
released its hold and went crashing away. 8
As the dust began to billow out of the valley belowit
scout looked toward Needle Peak. There, standing

little apart from the long ogre line with his eyes fixed 088

the couloir, was a single burly figure: Goboka.

= 7 e
Silent Ravine

deer flashed past Tavis's s‘.m;:'.der. ti}?ir

g .rine almost silently across the needle-
h{?\t;vri?i [;;:'i)l\(xl.ig_l%i"hey ran up Ihe_ ravine f{n: a short dis-
fam:f'. white rumps flashing behind gray pine bok-s, l.u
where the small valley bent sharply to the nortl_1. He.re.
the doe suddenly pulled up short, then ti:lf'lf;d into "|he
mouth of a rocky gulch. The three beasts v_anfsllccl_fr 01}1
sight as quickly as they had al.)peeu'f;d, leaving the forest
as still as it had been a moment earlier. :

Tavis continued to walk, forcing himself not to look
back. The skin between his shoulder blades felt cold and
clammy, a sure sign that his scnsvs_l_nul flvlﬂcclmi some
danger his mind could not yet identify. His first thaught
was that Morten and the earls were catching up, but he
did not hear snapping sticks or rattling armor or alarmed
birds, or any other sounds to suggest an ungainly fi I‘h‘n]_t:
and eighteen overburdened humans were tramping
through the wood behind him. In fact, an unnatural hush
had fallen over the entire valley, and he heard nothing
but the wind whispering through the pines.

It had to be ogres. Few things silenced a forest like a
pack of ogres, and even mule deer were not so skittish
that the doe would have led her fawns so close if she had
not been terrified. Somehow, an ogre patrol had slipped
in behind Tavis and his companions. This alarmed the
S€out, not because it surprised him, but because he had
€xpected Goboka to try exactly this maneuver, and he
had\ still failed to notice it happening.

13}'15 was also puzzled by how all three deer had
Survived long enough to come charging past. Ogres

A trio of mule
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customarily killed every creature they found in thejr
path, which was why the forest grew so quiet upgn
their approach—most beasts had developed the gopd
sense to hide or flee at the first rancid whiff of ogre

flesh. Yet the deer had been fleeing into the wind. &
which meant the doe would not have smelled the
brutes until they were upon her. In this thick forest,
she would not have seen or heard the ogres until they v
were easily within bow range. So how had she and her

fawns escaped alive? None of them should have sur
vived the brutes’ poison-tipped arrows, much less all¥

three. Ogres were better hunters than that. 1 2a

Tavis pulled his bow off his shoulder and stepped™®
behind a tree. He looked back down the gully, at the™
same time nocking an arrow, and found the astonished ™
faces of Basil and Avner staring back at him. 0

“What are you doing?” Avner gasped.

“Take cover!” Tavis hissed, genuinely surprised the

fleeing deer had failed to alarm the pair. “A pack of ogres™
snuck in behind us. They’re coming up the ravine right
now, hoping to plant their arrows in our backs.” i

Avner threw himself to the ground and crawl‘e__l‘l:;:_: ]
behind a boulder. Basil stepped behind a tree nexttoss

Tavis. They peered down the ravine, their eyes searche

ing the maze of gray bark for some sign of movement:" 5

“I don’t see anything,” Avner whispered.
Neither did Tavis. Save for a few pine boughs swa

raised his eyes toward the forest canopy, just in case thi :

ogres were employing the same trick they had used on S8

Coggin’s Rise. He saw nothing in the green needles, nots
so much as a lurking squirrel or the silhouette of a

frightened porcupine. The brutes could hide well'S
enough on the ground, but even they were not S0

stealthy they could move through the treetops without

leaving some sign, If there had been any warriors lurk-
ing among the branches, the scout would have SEEIES
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igns: broken limbs, overturned nests, clawed bark, or
signs:

something similar.
“Perhaps _\;()li WE
sst is empty. "
fore e empty.” Tavis said. “Listen. :

Basil cocked his head to one .»:1“de. then shrugged his
shoulders. “I don't hear :m__vthmg. ; Sons

«Me either!” Avner said. “I don’t hear any singing
birds.” ! _ My e

«Or chattering squirrels, or whistling rockchucks,
Tavis said. “We aren’t alone here.”

Basil began to fumble through his shoulder satchel.
“How much time do we have?”

“Not enough for you to draw a rune,” Tavis answered.
“The ogres are fairly near, or those deer wouldn't have
passed so close to us.”

Avner swallowed hard. “So we have to fight?”

“Not yet,” Tavis replied. “If we let the ogres pick the
battle site, we're doomed.”

“Then how do we escape?” Basil asked.

Tavis glanced up the ravine. He did not see any ogres
ahead, but that, of course, was not as telling as the fact
that the doe had turned into the side gully. Besides, if
Goboka had sent a pack of warriors to sneak up from
behind them, it seemed likely the shaman had also sent
a second party to block their route, and the curve ahead
was just the place to set such an ambush.

“They intend to drive us like game. The beaters will
come from that direction.” Tavis pointed down the ravine.
“They'll try to chase us into an ambush just around that

nd.” The scout pointed up the gully at the curve.

“That’s no answer to my question,” Basil said, irri-
tated. “How do we escape?”

Tavis was about to tell the verbeeg to run for the side
gulch, but stopped when the distant crack of a snapping
br.a“('h sounded from somewhere down the ravine. A
faint metallic chime instantly followed the noise, then

sre mistaken,” Basil suggested. “This
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the forest fell silent again.

Basil stepped from behind his tree. “Ogres don’t trip

over sticks, and they don't wear armor,” he said. “That
was an earl.”
“No doubt. But that doesn’t mean I was wrong. The

ogre beaters are still behind us. Morten and the earjs "

are behind them.” The scout pointed to where a loutish
silhouette with a jutting chin and floppy ears had just
slipped from behind the gray trunk of a huge pine.

Basil looked over his shoulder just in time to see the
figure rush down the ravine a few noiseless steps, then
vanish from sight behind another tree. The verbeeg's
face paled, and he quickly returned to his own cover.

“It's not as bad as it seems,” Tavis said. “We're almost

out of their range.”
Ogre bows were powerful enough by human stan-
dards, but they were no match for Bear Driller. Although

the brutes were certainly strong enough to pull a how as %

large as the scout’s, they placed their faith in stealth and

poison, and therefore preferred smaller weapons that 8
were easier to fire in the tight hiding places from which %
they so often ambushed their prey. It was a strategy that
worked well enough against unwitting opponents, but'it

had disadvantages in open combat.

“Being almost out of range isn’t very reassuring,”
Basil said. “I'd much prefer to be entirely out of range.™ 8

paces up the ravine, then turn around to cover you."

“Turn around?” Avner hissed. “You'll be presenting: R |

e

your back to the ambushers up ahead!”

“I've got to present it to somebody. Besides, the S5

ambushers will hold their attack until the beaters drive’

all three of us into close range,” he explained. “You fwo =

move together. Dodge between trees and don’t waste
time looking back.”

With that, the scout darted two dozen erratic steps up. = J

the ravine, changing directions each time he passed @
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.« until he heard the soft thump of an ogre arrow
i “, a1 nearby pine. Had the range not been so great
H“-I]{.I“.k[]d\\:m;l(] be lodged in his head instead of the bole.
;I]u' :113“;”““’ behind a tree, then drew his own bowstring

LR

k and looked down the gully. There was no sign of
@

bac 5 :
the ogre who had fired at him.

«“Now!” Tavis yelled. ‘

RBasil and Avner leaped out and charged up the ravine
together for perhaps five steps, ‘th(‘n split an‘tl took cover
behind two separate trees. The ogres did not show
themselves, though Tavis knew they were watching.

Basil left his cover first, moving two trees toward
Avner, then changing his course and rushing in the
opposite direction. The young thief I(allca‘weril_ When F.Julh
were in the open, three ogre beaters slipped from their
hiding places and drew their bowstrings.

Tavis fired and pulled another arrow from his quiver.
His first shaft struck home before his foes could release
their volley, ripping through an ogre's shoulder and
whirling him around. The brute howled in agony and
released his shot into the air, then hit the ground with a
gaping hole where the scout’s large arrow had passed
through his body.

The bowstrings of the two surviving ogres hummed.
Their black arrows came arcing through the forest, the
brutes having raised their aim to compensate for the dis-
tance. The fate of their companion had clearly disturbed
them, for both shafts wobbled through the air with all
the grace of pheasants in flight. The scout released his
second shot. The string of his mighty bow pulsed with a
loud, basal throb, and his arrow streaked away, passing
beneath the two ogre shafts in midflight. One of the poi-
soned arrows dropped a full ten paces shy of its target,
Whi\]t‘ the other careened harmlessly past Avner’s head.

Tavis’s arrow, driven by a much more powerful bow,
Struck in the next instant. The shaft tore through its tar-
get's stomach, moving with such velocity that it did not
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even knock him off his feet. The astonished bryga® '
simply dropped his weapons and reached for the hole
that had suddenly appeared in his abdomen. -
Without waiting to see him fall, Tavis nocked his third
arrow. By the time he raised it to fire, the last ogre had
ducked behind cover and was no longer a target. The
scout waited for Avner and Basil to hide again, thepg ™
turned and darted up the ravine toward the side gully,
This time, Tavis made it clear to the bend before g %
chorus of bowstrings sounded down the ravine. He
threw himself over the trunk of a toppled pine, crashing
through its brown-needled boughs. He looked out from =
beneath the tree and saw a half dozen black shafts drog
several paces short of his hiding place.
Tavis rose to his knees and lifted his arrow over the®
tree, but he was too slow to find a target. He saw nothing
but a handful of gray blurs as the ogres ducked behind®
their cover. g
“Come on!” Tavis yelled. He knew that he was now 8
within range of the ogre ambushers lurking behind the
band, so he stayed low and listened carefully for ang
noises that suggested they were moving to attack earliegs
than he expected, :
Basil and Avner rushed forward, crossing and recrosss
ing paths as they ran up the ravine. This time, none of
their foes were foolish enough to expose themselves i
Tavis’s arrows. The scout began to hope he and hi
friends might escape into the side gully unscathed,
somewhere up the ravine, an ogre ambusher made theé
uncharacteristic mistake of stepping on a loose stoné. =8
Avner pulled his dagger from inside his tunic, callingi s
“Tavis, your back!” i
The youth hurled his dagger. As the blade sliced S8
through the air, Tavis spun around. He saw two Ogres =
stepping around the bend, less than twenty paces awage
Both were drawing their howstrings back to fire. N
Avner’s dagger soared past Tavis’s head and sailed 5

120

Trn OGRe's Pacy

gre's throat. Normally, such a small blade
would not fell an ogre, but the boy’s aim was so true the
knife took the creature right in the gullet, burying itself to
\| s hilt. The brute released his arrow prematurely and col
;;:;)_..,Ng“n surprised squawk gurgling from _his 111pr.zlh.

Tavis aimed at the second ogre, releasing his arrow as
the brute released his. T_he sg)u[ did qol wait to see his
shaft strike. As soon he felt his bowsiring scrape free of
his fingers, he rolled to one side, c.ms,,luug [hm’ugh the
lifeless limbs beneath the fallen tree. The ogre’s arrow
clattered into the dry boughs and skipped away.

Pulling another arrow from his quiver, Tavis crawled
out of the tangle of branches. He looked up and glimpsed
his attacker’s form standing in the same place he had
been a moment earlier. The scout nocked his arrow and
fired—not realizing until the shaft was in flight that he
had already killed his target, The brute was pinned to a
tree, the fletching of Tavis's first arrow protruding from
the center of his chest. The second shaft split the first,
driving through the ogre's body in the same hole.

The hum of ogre bows sounded from down the ravine,
then Basil and Avner came diving over the toppled pine.
Tavis spun around and saw a flurry of black shafts flying
in their direction. Looking past the immediate danger,
he spied a dozen loutish beaters scurrying up the
ravine. Tavis allowed the ogre arrows to fall harmiessly
to the ground, then nocked an arrow.

: The ogres stopped running and dived for cover.
Knowing it would take a moment before the beaters
could fire, the scout spun around to face the ambushers.
tHe gll(impsed three more silhouettes slipping behind tree
runks,

"Up.lhvre!“ Tavis gestured toward the side gully.

Basil and Avner sprinted into the gulch. Tavis fol-
lowed more slowly, pointing his arrow first uphifl, then
downhill. The ogres made no move ta prevent the
€scape and did not even show themselves. There could

siraight atan o
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only be one reason for the lack of pursuit, Tavis realized.
The brutes no longer saw any reason to risk their lives,
_Wh'lvh meant they believed they had herded their qu&rl'y"
into a trap. |

Confident the ogres would not pursue him into the

narrow confines of the side gulch, Tavis paused to ook :

around. This gully was a small one, lined ont both sides™

by sheer cliffs of black-streaked gneiss. Like the ravine

from which he and his companions had just come, it was'

filled with towering pines, though the trees here looked 8
less healthy. They were overcrowded, and the small area

prevented them from extending their branches fully,

Avner and Basil were still sprinting up the center of the ¥

gulch, heedless that it was an ideal place for an ambush

Not wishing to call out and let the ogres know he had

anticipated their trap, Tavis fired his arrow up the guleh®

The shaft hissed past Basil’s shoulder and lodged in a8
tree, bringing both the verbeeg and Avner to a halt %
They turned around and peered at the scout, theigh

mouths gaping open,

Tavis motioned for them to remain where they weré/

then put his bow over his shoulder. Next, he took hiss
dagger and opened a lengthy but shallow cut along hish
forearm. Once the wound began to bleed profusely, heS
walked up the guleh, dripping blood on the ground as hes
went.

.

loo_ked at him as if he were crazy. “What are you doing?f’"‘n_ y
“Making it easy for the ogres to follow us,” Tavisess

replied. “After they find this blood trail, they won't pay®

as much attention to other signs. That'll give us a chance =S

to escape.”

“We haven't done that yet?” Basil asked.

“No, we've been forced into a trap,” Tavis replied.
“Somewhere around a corner ahead, a couple dozen
ogres are waiting to shower us with arrows.” 5

The scout allowed his companions to consider this
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hile he studied the surrounding terrain. He spied a
\?\‘-" {u; of three boulders close enough together that
E"\t\--lnl:--w: could leap from (H'li"i l(f‘lllt- other, then said, “Now,
here’s what I want you to do.
h“‘\(n::”;(:l\h had explained his plan, Basil asked, “Do
we have time for all that?” ; ‘

The scout nodded. "Th‘r-: agres won't be anxious to
come after us. They've suffered losses enough to know
they won't get past Bear Driller in these confines,” he
said. “By the time they come to see why we haven’t wan-

“dered into their ambush, we'll be gone.”

The scout started up the gully. Making certain to drip
plenty of blood along the ground, he led his crm?panic_ms
to within a pace of the first boulder. Instead of jumping
onto the stone at this point, Avner and Basil walked past,
following Tavis another twenty paces. The boy stopped
there, hut the verbeeg continued up the gully.

Thirty paces later, Basil also stopped. He slowly
backed down the gully, placing his feet in exactly the
same places as he had on the way up. When he reached
Avner, he hoisted the boy onto his shoulder and contin-
ued his retreal to the three boulders Tavis had pointed
out earlier. After Avner brushed his feet off, the verbeeg
deposited the youth on the first boulder. The boy hopped
across the three boulders, then climbed a tree and
crawled across a branch onto the cliff top.

For Basil, escaping the gorge was more difficult. Like
Avner, he brushed the loose soil off his feet, then
crossed the boulders to the side of the gully. Unfortu-
nately, he was too heavy for the pine’s thin branches and
too clumsy to climb straight up the cliff face, so he had
to backtrack a short distance to where a dead tree had
fallen against the cliff side. He ascended the gray trunk,
then joined Avner.

As his companions made their escape, Tavis picked up
a stick, then ripped a strip of cloth off his tunic. These
tWo 1tems he used to make a tourniquet around his arm.
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Once that was done, he continued up the gulch, slowly -

turning the stick so that the blood trail gradually dimin.
ished. When he came to a jumble of boulders, he crossed
the pile about halfway, then tightened the tourniquet
until the blood ceased to drip altogether, After cleaning

the bottom of his boots to make certain he did not leave

any loose soil to divulge his change of path, he moved
toward the side of the gorge, being careful not dislodge
any of the stones he walked across.

The scout crept along the base of the cliff until he came &

to a sickly tree growing too close to the wall. He braced

one foot against its trunk and one against the rocky face ™
then slowly climbed out of the gorge. By the time he ™
reached the top, his tourniquet had loosened and blood ™

was dripping into the canyon, but he did not worry, It
would be quite some time before the ogres realized he had
laid a false trail, and it would take them even longer to dis-
cover how he and his friends had escaped.

Tavis removed the tourniquet and applied a moré
proper bandage, then scurried down the ridge to join hi§
friends. Together the trio started to traverse the ravine'’s
north side, climbing toward Needle Peak, but the scout
quickly realized they could not remain concealed by taks
ing this route. The valley took a sharp turn southward:
They could not travel any farther without exposing
themselves.

Tavis motioned for his companions to wait. HunchiggZ

over until his chest almost touched his knees, he creptiuu
down the hillside. He stepped carefully, avoiding dry=a

looking twigs, loose rocks, even clumps of dry pine nees
dles that might crackle under his weight. It had been
many months since he had moved so slowly in such an
awkward position, and his muscles soon began to aché
from the strain. The scout ignored his discomfort, knows
ing that if he relaxed and did something that made &
substantial noise, the ogres would hear it. Y
A few minutes later, he came to a place where the hill
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arply, giving him a clear view of the r:wine
below. He was directly above the ])t"l:lij where Ihf“ sni_v
gulch opened into the main g\}liy. He knelt hehl_nd a pair
of close-growing saplings, using the dense foliage as a
screen, and began to search for ogres.

Tavis saw one warrior innngclm_tely. lying fau'edowr_l on
the uphill side of a decomposing log. It took him a little
longer to find the others. Although they had not selqct'cd
their hiding places to camouflage themselves from
someone in Tavis’'s location, the brutes were sitting so
motionless that, in their gray cloaks, many of them
looked like stumps and boulders.

Even after he had found five warriors, Tavis continued
to study the ravine. The ogres’ stillness puzzled him. By
now the brutes were certainly curious about the silence
in the side gulch. They should have been cautiously ven-
turing into the small gully to investigate, Yet here they
were, still lurking in ambush, as though the beaters
were driving more prey toward them.

After a moment's consideration, Tavis realized why,
They had set their trap again—this time for Morten and
the earls.

The scout studied the valley below, then decided he
had found all the ambushers, He pulled four arrows
from his quiver, planting them tip-first into the ground,
and nocked a fifth. Normally, he would have set out six
shafts for five targets, just in case he missed once, but
two of the ogres were standing in line, and he always
took advantage of any chance to save arrows.

Tavis peered through the small gap between the
saplings he had selected as cover, then took careful aim
at alobeless ear protruding above a small boulder. It was
h_*-" most difficult target, for not only was it on the other
side of the ravine, it was all he could see of the ogre.

Drawing his bowstring back, Tavis exhaled. He stared
at the ear, blocking every thought from his mind until he
Was aware of nothing but his target, then he pulled his

fell away shz
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fingers away. The string throbbed and sent the arrow
sizzling through the air. The shaft skimmed over the
rock and struck home with a muffled thud, then both
ear and arrow disappeared from sight.

In one swift motion, Tavis pulled the next arrow from
the ground, nocked it, and fired at his easiest target, the
ogre lying behind the decomposing log. The shaft
caught the brute just as he was raising his head, ripping
through the back to pierce the warrior’s heart.

The scout’s next arrow was in the air before the wars
rior died, catching the third ogre through the head as he

rose from behind a juniper bush to gape at the arrow in

his companion’s back. The fourth and fifth stepped away
from their trees, spinning around to search the hillside.
Despite the obvious panic in their purple eves, the
brutes remained silent, determined not to alarm the
prey their companions would soon be driving up the
ravine. That suited Tavis fine. He drew his bowstring
back, waited until the ogre in back stepped behind his
companion, and loosed the shaft.

Tavis nocked the last arrow he had set out, but there was
no need. The shaft passed cleanly through the first ogre's
throat, then ripped into the breast of the one behind. This

warrior did not die instantly, but with an arrow lodged in'

his lung, his feeble gurgles would not alarm the beaters
driving Morten and the earls up the ravine.

The scout paused just long enough to make certain
there were no more ogres lurking below, then returned
to his companions and told them what had happened.

“So now we’re free to leave?” Basil asked.

Tavis shook his head. “No, Morten and the earls are
still coming up the ravine,” he said. “If we go now, the
ogres may drive them into the ambush yet.”

“And if we don't, whoever survives the battle will def
nitely attack us,” Avner objected. “1 say we leave our
enemies to each other and go while we can.” ;

“Morten and the earls aren’t our true enemies,” Tavis
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plied “They're only doing what they believe to be

re = b g

righ :
“1 don't see W : 3

« ¥ - » .S‘

demned us for a lot les : :
«We aren't leaving them to the ogres!” Tavis snapped.

“Do you understand that? : ;
Avner met the firbolg’s gaze with an angry glare. “I

understand.” T : .
«“Goad,” Tavis said. “Go down to the ravine and hide

until Morten comes.” :

“Then what?” the youth asked. “Surrender?

“Make sure he sees you, then lead him away from the
side gulch and up the valley,” Tavis instructed. “Basil
and I will set up an ambush of our own. We'll pull you
aside, then I'm sure Basil can do something to temporar-
ily disable Morten and the earls.” The scout cast a hope-
ful glance at the verbeeg.

“I can put them to sleep for a lengthy time,” Basil said.

“Good,” Tavis replied. “We'll treat the ogres less chari-
tably.”

“What? You're not going to spare everyone who's try-
ing to kill us?”

Tavis scowled his reply.

Pulling a sling from inside his tunic, Avner reluctantly
started down the hill.

Tavis shook his head in disappointment. “As much as
[ love that boy, | don’t think he'll ever learn.”

“He's learned much already, but his teacher was cruel
indifference,” said Basil. “If it's any consolation, I do
believe he loves you more than he loves his own life.”

“Perhaps,” the scout acknowledged. “But I doubt you
could say the same about his love of gold.”

With that, the scout started across the hillside,
angling toward an outcropping of rocks a short distance
up the ravine,

“'r!:*i” followed a step behind. “Now that we're alone,
there’s something T've been meaning to discuss with you.”

{. We can't condemn them for that.”
: hy not,” Avner grumbled. “They con-
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"C:;m'l it wait?” Tavis asked. “This lull in the lighting
won't last long.”

Basil shook his head. “I don’t want to discuss it in
front of the boy. Besides, it won't take long,” he said qui-
etly. “How much do you know about the Twilight Vale?"

“I never heard of it until Runolf spoke its name.”

“That's not surprising,” Basil answered. “True giants
consider it a sacred place. They keep it secret from all
but their own kind.”

“Then how do you and the ogres know of it?”

“I read about it in a tablet I borrowed from the stone
giants,” Basil explained. “As for the ogres, they clearly
have their own ways. But the reason I raised the subject
is what happens in the vale.”

“What?”

“The true giants gather there once each year. The
chieftains resolve their grievances in peace, the warriors
drink from magical springs, and the shamans receive
guiding omens from the vale’s guardian, the Twilight
Spirit,” Basil explained. The verbeeg looked away, obvis
ously uncomfortable, then continued, “And they conduet
ceremonies of tribal union.”

“Union?” Tavis asked.

“Matings between important members of different
tribes,” the verbeeg explained. “To guarantee good
relations.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Tavis had to restrain himself to
keep his voice low. “Brianna would never mate with an
ogre!”

Basil ran a hand over his sloped brow. “Her consent
wouldn't be necessary, nor did I say it was an ogre she's
going to mate,” the verbeeg replied. He was looking
more uncomfortable by the moment. “The Twilight
Spirit arranges these unions for the good of all giants.
Goboka might be taking her there to see a chief from
any tribe.”

“A human and a giant?” Tavis scoffed.
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«I¢’s no more ridiculous than a cloud giant and hill
' ve read of such unions,” Basil replied. “The

¥z I.;}Illll. N
Tavis considered this for a mome nt, 1en shook his
head. “It still makes no sense, }'u.- said. “Ogres aren t
{rue giants, they're gmnl-lnrl!. like you a_nd mu.T\:’\f hy
should Goboka care what the ] wilight Spirit wants?

“Goboka is extremely powerful for an ogre shaman.
both in magic and political power,” the veri)t't‘g"explamed.
“Who do you suppose helped him get that way?”

“The '1"wilig111' Spirit,” Tavis concluded. “And in return,
the spirit received a small and stealthy ally to send after
Brianna.” : ;

Basil nodded. “There are some tasks giants just can’t
do—at least not if you want them done quietly.”

Tavis sighed, frustrated. “That still doesn’t explain
why the Twilight Spirit wants Brianna,”

Basil scowled in thought. “We already know Goboka
foresaw Brianna’s birth far in advance. That’s why the
Twilight Spirit sent the ogres to dupe Camden,” the ver-
beeg said. “Maybe he also saw something that did not
bode well for his giants.”

The scout nodded. “And Brianna is the key to protect-
ing them,” he said. “The question is, what from?”

Basil shrugged. “My magic isn’t that powerful,” he
said. “If you really want to know the future, you'll have to
find the Twilight Spirit and ask him.”

__"I'd rather find Brianna and avoid the Twilight Spirit,”
Favis said. “But first, we have some ogres to ambush.”

With that, the scout lengthened his stride and did not
say another word until they reached the cliff where he
intended to ambush the ogres. Basil took out a brush
and set to work on his sleeping rune, while Tavis climbed
up the hill to keep watch.

Wlhvn the runecaster finished his symbol, there was still
N0 sign of their quarry, so he climbed up the hill to join

lavis. They waited for several more minutes, and the
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scout began to fear something terrible had gone wron
with his plan. Then he finally saw Avner coming up the
ravine and began to breathe easier. Tavis nodded to Basil,
and they both ducked down behind a boulder to wait.

The scout soon realized Morten and his band were
not coming. Avner showed no particular concern as he
ran through the forest, never looking back to check on
the progress of his pursuers. Nor did Tavis detect the
sound of any cracking sticks or clanging armor, both of
which he would have heard in abundance if the clumsy
earls had been rushing up the ravine. He tossed a rock
down to catch Avner's attention, then rose and showed
himself.

Making no more noise than a good scout would have,
the boy climbed the hill to join Tavis. “Morten wouldn't
follow me,” he reported. “1 did everything but slinga
rock at him, and he just ignored me.”

Tavis was puzzled by the report. Even if Morten sus-
pected a trap, he would have followed the boy long
enough to see where he was going.

“Are you sure they saw you?” the scout asked.

Avner nodded, “I was in a tree,” he said. “I shook the
branch [ was sitting on, and he looked right up into my
eyes. | jumped down to be sure he knew it was me and
not an ogre, then I started running. He never followed.”

“Did you see where he went?” Tavis asked. “He didn't
take the earls into the side gulch, did he?”

Avner shrugged. “If he did, there’s not much we can
do for him now,” the youth replied. “Let’s get out of heré
before the ogres—"

A distant clunk cut the boy off. The sound was fok
lowed by a surprised shout, then more clanging angé
yelling.

Tavis started toward the sound, “I'm going to help
Morten.”

“What?” Avner shrieked. “Youll get us killed.”

“Not us. You stay here. If I don’t come back, hide here.
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, start back to Hartsvale in the morning.”

ot Cat e
You & have me arrested?” the youth scoffed.

“Gq the king can

“No way.” AT E RPN e :
; «“Then go where you please,” Tavis snapped. “We don't

have time to argue about it now.

The scout gprinted down the hill, his fong legs carry-
- across the ravine as swiftly as a wol. Basil fol-

ing him ; ;
;U:ecl along, his heavy footfalls only slightly muffled by

the thick layer of pine needk‘s_; t'.fa}"vri‘ng 11}1_‘ ground.

1 welcome your help, Basil, I;ms': said. "f";ut maybe
you should follow at a r_ahn\'e;‘ pace. __‘rou won t be much
good to anyone if you're 100 tired to fight.

“«And I'm too clumsy to take the ambushers by sur-
prise.” The verbeeg smiled at Tavis's diplomacy, then
began to fade back. “Plil come as quickly as I can without
alarming the ogres.”

Tavis continued forward at a sprint, guided by the
clanging of armor and the angry battle cries of Morten
and his companions. The ogres made no sound at all. So
ingrained were their habits of stealth that they usually
fought in complete silence, rarely uttering a sound
except when they suffered a grievous wound-—and
sometimes not even then. Soon, as the scout crested the
bank of the ravine, he saw the crescent-shaped rim of a
box canyon on the slope ahead. Clambering among the
boulders and spruces along its brink were almost two
dozen agres, all firing black arrows down into the gulch.
From the panicked cries echoing from the hollow, it
appeared their shafts were finding targets all too often.

Tavis stopped just outside the range of their bows,
then leaned his quiver against his knee, He did not
remove any arrows from the case because once his foes
realized where he was, he would have to move in a
hurry.

As the scout nocked his first shaft, an ogre suddenly
clutched his breast and spun around, stumbling away
from the canyon. Though the distance was too great for
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the scout to be certain, it looked like the fletching ofa .

short quarrel was protruding from between the brute’s

bloody fingers. Apparently, the earls had their crosshows
Tavis took aim and fired, shooting at the ogres on th;_
far side of the gulch first. His arrows tore through three
targets before the pack realized it was being attacked
then he hit two more of the brutes as they tried to figure
out where the arrows were coming from. A large war-
rior in a wolfskin headdress began barking commands,

The scout silenced him by ripping his throat open with a

well-placed arrow,
The leader’s death spurred the war party into reacts

b

ing. As one, they spun and launched a volley of arrows. &

Without bothering to hide, Tavis killed another of his
foes befare the black shafts fell out of the air, lodging in

the ground about fifteen paces short of his position. The =
scout fired again. His arrow struck home, spinning the %

victim around so that he fell over the edge into the 8

gulch. Several cheers rose from the hollow, then a flurry

of bolts claimed the last few brutes on the far side of the s

canyon.

Realizing the danger of being caught in a crossfire, 8

the ogres on the near side dived away from the rim, taks

ing shelter behind what cover they could find. There %
were only ten of them here, and Tavis quickly reduced i

that number to eight by picking out holes in their coven

»
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Tavis calmly stood his ground long enough to kill two
:NI-I ‘-:1 l!i‘ahlu-[l his quiver and retreated over the
i [flllll(“ ravine. Once he was out of sight, he ran
bk {;‘i ¢ slope, silently traversing it toward the box
a]:::ﬁm]fu‘r ;|hn‘nl a hundred paces. Then, when he
can)

: .d he had
udged he ha P
Jtht' pank and peered over the top.

The scout saw immediately that his maneuver had not

fooled the ogres. Two of them were still nmvil.lg 1_{..:\»::|rd_
where he had jumped over the bank, but the other four
were nowhere in sight. They were no doubt lurking
somewhere nearby, waiting for him to shnw himself.

Tavis fired and ducked. He heard a muffled thump as
his arrow struck its target, then several of the ambush-
ers’ shafts flew over his head. The scout grabbed a rock
and threw it across the slope, hoping the sound would
convince his enemies he was on the move again. Then
he nocked another arrow and stuck his head up, killing
the second ogre he had seen earlier.

Two of the unseen warriors returned fire immediately,
one of their arrows passing so close that Tavis felt its
coarse feather brush his skull. He yelled as though
wounded, then drew his sword and laid it on the slope
beside him. He heard the ogres’ feet pattering over the
pine needles as they rushed forward to finigh the kill. The
scout nocked another arrow and laid the tip over the edge
of the bank, not raising his head to look. Runolf had lec-

moved past the ogres’ flank, he climbed

 When the sounds of battle continued to rise fromus
inside the gorge, Tavis realized that he had solved only 8
part of the problem by drawing the pack on the brim of %

tured him many times on the importance of using more
than his eyes to pick targets, explaining that he would

the gorge away. The group that had been acting as beat=%
ers had followed Morten's party into the gulch, and no"

doubt still had the men pinned against the cliffs.

That was a problem the bodyguard and his earls

would have to handle by themselves. The eight surs
vivors on top of the gulch had gathered their wit§
enough to begin an assault against Tavis. As the scout
watched, they jumped to their feet and rushed forward:

1592

sometimes find himself fighting on cloudy nights or in
lightless caves. It was a lesson that Tavis had learned well,
and one that had saved his life more than once.

The scout lifted his arrow slightly, as if he were rising
to fire. He heard the snap of an ogre’s bowstring, then a
single shaft sailed overhead and disappeared into the
ravine below. Tavis waited, listening to the soft steps of
the approaching enemy. When it seemed they had to be

133




Troy DENNING

almost on him, he turned the tip of the arrow toward the

loudest set of footfalls and released the bowstring,

Because of his awkward firing position, the shot wag
not particularly powerful, but it had force enough to cree

ate a moist thump as it sank into an ogre’s abdomen
The target collapsed to the ground with a muffled thud.
The footsteps of the victim’s companions faltered,

Tavis dropped his bow, then pushed the tip of another

arrow above the bank. This time, the action drew the

fire of two alarmed ogres. Smiling at their skittish reac-
tions, the scout grabbed his sword and clambered over
the bank. He found himself two paces away from the

three surviving ogres. One was just drawing his bow-

string back to fire, and the others were frantically trying ‘

to nock fresh arrows.

Tavis twisted sideways, pushing his sword arm fof® %
ward and also moving his torso out of the arrow’s path.

The tip of his blade slipped between the ogre's ribs in
the same instant the brute released his bowstring. The

poisoned arrow sizzled past the scout’s breast, He 8
lunged forward, driving his sword deeper, until foult g

smelling blood began to froth from the ogre’s mouth.

Tavis stepped back and braced one foot on the wars &
rior’s hip, jerking his sword free of the dying brute. Hé

spun around to face the last two survivors—only to diss

cover they had nocked their arrows and were even now
drawing their bowstrings to fire. The scout could kill ones

of them, but the other one would slay him.

“Tavis!” screamed Avner’s voice. A small stone came
whispering through the air and struck one ogre in the 38
head. The blow did not kill the warrior, but it stunned 3
him enough to prevent the brute from completing the 3

pull of his bowstring. “What are you doing?”

Tavis started to slash at the other ogre, but even a8

the young thief spoke, a huge boulder arced down upon
this brute’s head. The stone struck with a crack, then
thumped to the ground. The warrior's knees buckled;
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ased his arrow into the air. The scout spun,

he rele A
and he It 1d stroke to behead the ogre Avner's

using a backhar

3 » had stunned. aly RIS
hm[&'h n I said go on ahead, I didn’t mean you should
*Whe Sé z

11 all the ogres vourself.” Basil dropped a second boul-
l\il rlllc had Il;irlu:[l up, then walked over with Avner at
der 1€ I« ;

s side. G, 2 £ ol
hl?“}m] could've gotten yourself killed,” Avner com-

l'ﬂ‘}.l]n;}'ﬂ;“g|n I told you to stay at the tiliff." Tavis said.

“Lucky for you I don't listen too well, !he boy countered.

Realizing he could hardly argue with the statement,
Tavis retrieved his bow ﬂ!]El (|11'}\-’{--|‘. then turned _loward
the gulch. The sounds of fighting had grown faint and
sporadic, suggesting that the battle was ;1lmpst atan
end. Fearing that he knew who was on the losing side,
the scout rushed over to the gorge’s rim.

The battle had come down to only five figures: Mor-
ten, Earl Dobbin, and three ogres. The firbolg was
standing directly between two of their foes, swinging a
huge, double-headed battle-axe first at one, then the
other. The ogres had picked up a pair of fallen earls to
use as shields, but were rapidly falling back under the
bodyguard’s withering attacks.

Earl Dobbin was not faring so well. He had collapsed
to one knee and was swinging his pitifully small sword at
the last ogre’s legs, barely managing to duck the wild
swings of his foe's large club. The other earls lay scat-
tered among fallen ogres, either dead or unconscious
from the bite of poisoned arrows.

Tavis dispatched the ogre attacking Earl Dobbin first,
then quickly killed one of the brutes fighting Morten.
The bodyguard finished the other himself, cleaving the
warrior's heavy skull with a single, terrible blow of his
battle-axe.

The ogre had hardly hit the ground before Morten
Was glaring up at his savior. “Tavis!” he thundered.
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“Come down here!”

The scout shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. “Neg¢ 1

until you and I come to an agreement.”

Morten snorted. “The only thing I'll agree to is splig 3

ting your head.”

“Really?” Tavis replied. “I should think you'd be more %

interested in saving Brianna—I am.”

This calmed the angry firbolg a little. “Tell me where

she is,” he demanded. “T'll make your death an easy one

Earl Dobbin rose, his face red with fury. “You don'f ¥

have the right to make such an agreement!” he said,

grabbing the bodyguard’s burly arm. “The king sent us® I
to bring these thieves back to Hartsvale, not to rescue
his daughter!” By

Morten jerked his arm free. “Brianna was my responss
sibility. If I can save her by letting a few thieves diean®
easy death, then so be it.” The firbolg continued to glare
at Tavis. “Now tell me.” !

“Right now, the princess is somewhere on the Needle™
Peak glacier with about a thousand ogres,” Tavis
explained. As he spoke, Basil and Avner came up to}
stand at his side. “They're taking her to a place called™
the Twilight Vale.” J

Morten scowled. “Where’s that?”

“The Twilight Vale lies somewhere in the shadow of

the Great Glacier, far north of the Ice Spires,” Basil

explained. “But if you want to return Brianna {0

Hartsvale, I'd suggest you free her long before then.”
Morten narrowed his eyes. “Why’s that?”

“The Twilight Vale’s sacred to the giants,” TaviS S8

Brianna there, but if they succeed it’ll be impossible t0
get her back.”

Morten considered this for a moment, then askedy
“Where’d you learn all this?”

“We happened upon the guide who helped the ogres Kid*
nap Brianna,” Tavis explained. “Basil interrogated him."
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e epout said nothing ;.11)::111_lht- roles of Runolf and

The scou . nrincess's abduction. As much as Morten
the king in ”“, p;:‘:m ;'1;‘1, Tavis did not think the body-
wanted to mm- . Camden’s wishes to do so.

ard would defy Camden s Wi X A4 4
guate = . considered Tavis's information for a moment,

Mo illl tl; in satisfaction. “Good enough. I'll make
then '.;t,j.(_ﬂ(ht [;L11L‘I;." he said. “Now, will you come down
ym.l[ - t.é;{-cfu]h-_ or do I have to hunt you down?”
he.[. ;’]{J;L*t vou take me back to Hartsvale or kill me on th.c
spot,” Tavis offered, “but only after we rescue BI“;.E,L]]‘H,EL’
 Basil quickly .»;teppr‘rd_tor\yard, _E’lease underht‘ap(l
that he’s speaking only for himself, the verbeeg said.
“Avner and I have no intention of letting you kill us at
‘m;:lsl(?::;i'i matter.” Morten replied, shaking his hczid,_"'l
couldn't accept Tavis's deal, even if it included you all.

The scout frowned. “Why not?” :

The bodyguard snorted in derision, then wavﬂ! his
hand at the carnage in the gulch. “You let me lead eight-
een good men into this, and now you expect me to place
my faith in you?”

“Let you!” Tavis exploded. “We tried to stop you. If
you had followed the boy, you'd all be alive and well.”

Morten frowned in confusion. “What boy?” he asked.
“We never saw any boy!”

“You didn’t see Avner at the mouth of the gulch? He
dropped out of a tree and ran up the ravine!”

Morten shook his head. “We saw nothing but bodies
and a blood trail leading up here. We were afraid the
ogres had trapped you here. There was no boy.”

His head reeling with the implications of what the
bodyguard had just told him, Tavis stumbled back from
the edge of the gulch. He spun around and found Avner
slowly backing away. The boy’s face was pale with fear,
and tears of shame were welling in his eyes.

“You lied,” Tavis said. His voice was not as angry as it
was astonished and hurt. “You lied to me.”
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The Glacier

The nickering returned, a series of soft, chattering =

snorts somewhere above the rim of the icy crevasse,
ce of rune-

inscribed bark in Tavis's hand, slowly spun in the darie %
ness and pointed toward the sound. The tip wavered
there a moment, then whirled back in the direction it

Brianna’s talisman, dangling from a pie

had been pointing earlier. The silver spear began to '}

sweep back and forth, never holding its position more
than a second.

“Phaw! We can't trust that amulet,” Morten growled, 1

keeping his voice low. He wore a fresh bandage around ,‘;

his neck, for the last few days of hard travel had sapped
his recuperative powers so much that the wound on his®
throat had begun to fester. “We know where Brianna is, 4

Let's just go get her,”

Tavis did not answer. His eyes were fixed on the heav
ens, searching for the source of the strange nickering: -
He could see only a narrow wedge of purple starlit sk,

for the scout and his rescue party were climbing through
a lateral crevasse, an abyssal ice canyon that ran the
entire length of the Needle Peak glacier. Gleaming blue

walls loomed to both sides of them, impossibly high and &

so close together that any of the three giantkin presest
could have touched both sides by extending his arms, I
the bottom of the rift, cold, dead air hung heavy around
their numb faces, while the frigid torrents of a tiny melf
water stream gushed over their frozen feet. )
Despite the cold, Tavis's face was flushed with excite:
ment. At dusk, Avner had climbed a few hundred feet up
Needle Peak to survey the glacier. He had seen the
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.« making camp not far above, a‘! H{'\i_‘ ha:w i.\'i a[t;uq;{
€S I Caveral brutes had been erecting an ice-bloc
wall. Severe h had seen a smaller form, almost cer-
l !IW ‘V.m;l,im: inhuw snow nearby. After hearing
tainly Bum :-‘,l,'v; }'I';l.\:is and his companions had decided
:hc' flltifkbul |l: Ilhe* lateral crevasse {'().I‘E'F-.C.llt‘ Brianna. R
0 o ad been shortly after they started the long journey
llgr;lac}ier that the nickering hcg_an. ;I’ht sound was
- d plaintive, so hushed that at times Tavis lhought
-SUﬁ 'a“hll[;e nothing but the distant groans of f]r_meg
;t.figumi] he looked down and saw Brianna’s talisman
SN ward the sound.
s“}gﬂ:%lt?n;l to Basi! and raised the wobbling an}rulet
“This happens each time we hear that snnr‘h\ng. ‘jlhe
scout said. Although he did not say so, h,tj rec og?u}f(!
the sound as that of a horse—most likely Blizzard. “Why
eS talisman spin?” ' :
dﬂfl?litl“:n-m-m;-lgic?s: f-f-failing,” chattered Earl ])ubbm.
He and Avner were suffering more from the freezing
cold than the three giant-kin. “What do you expect from
a ch-charlatan?” .

The scout ignored the comment and waited for Basil's
reply. If it had been up to Tavis, the lord mayor would I]:|\-'t~
returned to Hartsvale with the other earls who s_urwvf'd
the ogre ambush, but Morten wouldn’t hear of it. The
burly firbolg did not trust Tavis or his companions and had
agreed to work with them only if Dobbin came along to
balance the odds. Even when Basil had pointed out that
Dobbin’s peers were all suffering from injuries and could
use a healthy man's assistance on the journey back, Mor-
ten had insisted that the lord mayor come along.

Casting an angry glare at Dobbin, Basil said, “1 assure
you, I am no charlatan. The talisman is wavering for
good reason.”

A terrible thought occurred to Tavis. “Has Goboka
vexed your rune?” the scout asked. Given that the
shaman’s warriors had failed to return from their

08T
ice
hut, anc
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ambush, the ogre would be a fool not to assume his pue
suers would try for Brianna tonight. “Can he do that
of thing?"

“A powerful shaman like him? Of course he ¢
Basil replied. The verbeeg paused, then smiled proudly

“That’s why I didn’t use a rune that would lead us

Brianna herself. I employed one that’s designed to locata
lost property. I doubt Goboka has thought of that * :
“What nonsense are you babbling?” demanded Morten,
“Simply put, the talisman isn't pointing at Brianna ®
the verbeeg explained. “It’s pointing at her belongiugs-._-:;
in this case, her clothes and, 1 believe, at her horse % Hg
cast his eyes toward the crevasse rim, where the softh
nickering continued. g
“That’s ridiculous!” Earl Dobbin scoffed. “No ho
could follow over the t-terrain we've c-crossed!”
“Lord Mayor, I'd think you, of all people, would knoss
better than to underestimate Blizzard.” Tavis could nots

__

quite keep from sneering as he made the observation: e

“I do,” the earl replied. “But Blizzard is a horse, nota
mountain goat. Even she could not have—" :

An alarmed whinny sounded from above, interrupting®

the lord mayor. Tavis looked up in time to see the blacks
shadow of a horse leaping across the crevasse, thens
something clattered off the ice overhead. As the silhoti=™
ette vanished from the night sky, a slender shaft of woodt
tumbled down the canyon walls and splashed into thess
icy stream. Morten grabbed the stick as it floated past ™8
“Ogre arrow,” grunted the bodyguard. '

Tavis fixed his gaze on the rim where Blizzard had e
been. “But no ogre,” he observed, noting that theré

were no gleaming eyes peering over the edge. “You'

think the warrior would be curious about why Blizzard®

was lingering by the crevasse.”
“Unless he already knew,” suggested Basil.

Tavis looked down at Brianna’s amulet. The silver spear =8
had stopped wavering, its tip pointing considerably away S
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e ahead. Given that they had traveled less
ip the icy canyon, the _zu'l_L:Iv seemed zn)ulv‘h‘
oat. They still had at least a mile to L_ru.us.;ﬁr_!f the |t(
. l— ; g 1t .en built anywhere near the a1 evasse, the tal-
o —h‘u i)l'.' have been pointing almost straight up the
i ‘q,wll:viql if Brianna was inside the structure.
gmi’;:;r[t{ qt(“:l"_‘{t“.‘;‘illg Goboka's ice hut is meant for us?
sil nodded.

811(:["] Lli]:zd{(l:iwd Morten. “What l'ur?.:‘ 2SR _

“To Hure us into his t-irap, you oaf, .'.-‘:Zi.l(l Earl Dobbin.
«We should t-turn back for t-l‘unl_ght We can warm our-
<elves by a nice fire and try again in the morning.”
~ “Our chance will be gone by then, sal‘d Tzwxs,.
“Besides, if I'm right, we may be able to turn the ogres

from the rout
than halfway 1

an against them.”
p]{}ff:\;:ﬁ iill!yuu'rt' wrong?” demanded the lord mayor.

Tavis shrugged. “We'll know soon enough. .

The scout resumed the journey, sloshing up the tiny
stream in the bottom of the crevasse. So frigid was the
brook that only its swift current prevented the water
from turning solid. A thick layer of slush rolled ;|lnl|1‘g its
icy bed, making the footing so treacherous that Ia_wm
had to hold on to the canyon walls to keep from falling.
Nor was the going any easier where the rivulet slowed,
for the eddies and pools were covered by thin blankets
of ice that shattered beneath the giant-kin’s great
weight, and he often found himself standing up to his
thighs in water so cold it made his bones ache.

Morten and Basil suffered the same discomforts as
Tavis, but, for the two humans, wading up the icy stream
Was an even greater challenge. They stumbled about as if
they had lost all feeling in their legs, and more than once
M‘Jflf?n or Basil had to catch one of them before he
pitched headlong into the frigid waters. That Earl Dobbin
continued to wear his breastplate and helmet did not help
matters, for the steel was covered with a thick coating of
boarfrost that added to the armor’s burdensome weight.
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Despite their difficulties, they made steady Progre :
Tavis paused every now and then to look up and sea

they were being watched, but he saw no oyes—-.gm-en

equine. The angle between the crevasse's route and the i

of Brianna'’s talisman steadily increased, By the time D
had ascended the glacier far enough to see the dark <
houette of the ice wall looming above the rim, the silver
spear pointed almost directly at the side of the canyon.

Tavis stopped and gathered the others close. “Avner
where would you say that ice hut is in relation to ys?® o8

Despite Avner’s obvious discomfort, the mere fact th
the scout had condescended to ask him a question ca
the boy’s eyes to light. It was only the third time Tavieh
spoken to him since learning how the youth had abs
doned Morten and the earls to the ogre ambush.

“It'd be about th-there,” Avner said. He pointed a
directly up the crevasse. “They were b-building it
on the edge, at the b-b-b-bottom of the ice wall.”

Avner’s arm and Brianna’s talisman were pointing
completely different directions. “Goboka’s keepi
Brianna someplace else,” Tavis said. “He built the 8
hut to lure us up this crevasse.” |

“Isn’t that wh-what I said?” demanded Earl Dobbist
“You sh-should have t-turned back when I suggested il

Tavis shook his head. “The trap was already sprung
he said. “By then, a pack of ogres was in the crevassey
coming up after us.” '

The earl’s eyes widened in alarm. “And you said nothss
ing?” he yelled. “You're in this with the ogres!”

“Keep your voice down,” ordered Morten. The body
guard placed his tremendous bulk in front of the eart
and eyed Tavis. “You said you have a plan. What is it?"

“How much time have you spent under glaciers?”

Morten frowned, as did everyone else. “I try to ke€PS
my head above the snow,” the bodyguard gruntet=

“Why?" _
“Because if Goboka's using the ice hut as a decoy, Hes
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omeplace else to hide [irizmna,""tlu_- scoul

"{'ed‘S ?TI“ And I have an idea where to ]_rml{. AL
t’-"ipl:“_"t‘i ‘wf]r“.” could ask more questions, Tavis con-
Betore f»-:m stopping about two hundred sloshing
tinued ul.t?j““( ‘wn 'h!.!.(. that the meltwater stream flowed
paces lalt-[' A\i« trickling out of an ice cave near the
jnto the Craver ™ chill breeze seeped from the mouth

the rift. A € ! GeEE
h??}?:g;{nm gnawing at Tavis's soaked legs with its
0 ¥

_singing breath. Rl
:{lgji;;ﬁgb:f);t the tip of Brianna's talisman was pointing
directly into the cavern, Tavis stooped over to pur
inside. The passage was abo ut_ﬁve fe‘et in (haﬂ:].ﬁ‘t?‘r, as
smooth as glass and about half hl]edﬂwnl_l the swift, silent
currents of the meltwater stream. The first few paces of
the cave gleamed with the same cool r@dumce as the
canyon walls. But as the grotto snaked its way to\fmr(i
the glacier’s heart, the blue light gave way 1o an inky
gloom more chilling than death.

“We'll need to light a torch,” Tavis said.

“T've got something better,” offered Basil. The ver-
beeg reached into his satchel and withdrew a small
poplar stick carved with a single rune, A brillian{ yellow
radiance shined from the tip of the wand, filling the bot-
tom of the crevasse with a flickering light of gold. “It
won't go out, even if it's soaked.”

Fearing the bright light would let the ogres know
their position, Tavis prabbed the wand and stuck it
under his cloak.

“I'm not g-going in there,” objected Earl Dobbin.

“Then stay here and fight the ogres,” growled Mor-
teén. The bodyguard’s gaze was fixed on Brianna’s talis-
man, which continued to point unerringly into the ice
cave. “T'll follow Tavis in there—after he answers a cou-
ple of questions.”

}“{\I\"fﬁ nodded. “If you wish.”

First, how’d you know we’d find a cavern here?” Mor-
'€n narrowed his eyes, still distrustful of the scout.
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“Have you been here before?”
“No,” Tavis replied. “But crevasses don't usually
streams.”

“Then where'd all this come from?” the b(adygua_r'
demanded, kicking at the icy meltwater. §:
“Do you know what a nunatak is?” the scout asked.

Morten shook his head, but Basil had a ready an

“It’s a projection of rock protruding above the glac :

surface,” the verbeeg said. “It gathers heat from the ¢

which tends to melt the surrounding ice and creat %

hollow area around the stone.”

“Right,” Tavis said. “And what happens to all
water?”

“It flows away,” Morten growled. “What else?”

“Right again, but it doesn’t run over the top of
glacier,” Tavis explained. “It’s already below the surfs
when it melts, so it seeps down and melts a path undé
the ice. So when I saw a stream in the bottom of thi
crevasse, | knew there had to be an ice cave somewhet
up here. Next question?”

The bodyguard did not hesitate before replying. “Yo
said earlier you knew where to look for Brianna. Tell me:
“If you want,” the scout said. “I think Goboka's ke
ing her in a nunatak heollow—perhaps even one

feeds this stream.”
Morten raised his brow. “How can you know that2*

Tavis replied. “And it would be more difficult to lures
into an ambush if we saw his warriors building a secon
ice hut or digging a snow cave. The hollow of a larges
nunatak offers the best natural shelter.,” 3

“It s-seems to me a small c-crevasse would do as welliSs
said Earl Dobbin. “I've been on enough glaciers to Knows
there are plenty of those.” .

Tavis shook his head. “After the trouble he took to k!d'
nap her, the shaman won't risk Brianna's life on someﬂll-ﬂ‘;
so unpredictable,” the scout said. “Even crevasses (hass
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ed open for decades can close in an instant. :

have hmf{-l cast a nervous glance at the icy walls of their
The ; (lylwic.i;lt- but no one else showed any concern
owWn Crevasst,

ab”{;[ “;é‘l_% a nunatak hollow should be warmer than a
“Bes O, O

crevasse,” Basil added. "At 11ighl, ll?v stone W1}|l r'tél,e;rl:«,;u'
 of the heat it absorbs from the Mzn_(lunugt 1e day.
”“.l.f U{ truu think you can find the right nunalak‘by
goingn_i(m'ﬂ this ice cave?” Morten addressed his question
= ']l:iz-::wl:mut gestured to Briam}:l's talisman, W}'liC'l;:‘JUIF
tinued to point into the cavern. ‘What do you Ihlf\k.

Morten nodded, then chm_‘ked to be sure the 1 (:_’{.w and
other gear hanging from 1’:ll‘5 hf:]l_ werf:’ secure. I sup-
pose it's our best chance,” he said. “But if something

i
th\];;:'lll all die together,” Tavis replied. “And all your
threats won't save any of us.”

The scout slipped Brianna's amulet into his cloak
pocket, then crawled into the low cavern on his hands
and knees. As impossible as it seemed, the meltwater
inside the grotto felt even colder than that in the
crevasse outside—perhaps because now both his arms
and legs were submerged up to the elbows and thighs.
The gentle breeze made matters worse, for its breath
was as frigid as a frost giant's, cutting through Tavis’s
damp cloak like daggers of ice.

When the tunnel began to grow so dark he could no
longer see, the scout pulled one hand from the frigid
currents and drew Basil’s light-wand from inside his
cloak. He placed the stick between his teeth, then
Paused long enough to look back. Earl Dobbin had
apparently forgotten his earlier refusal to enter the cav-
€rn, for he was close behind Avner, who was following
f::.:tl] ]li" behind T;w.is:: The ytm.th was short enough to

@ pright in the small cavern, but the lord mayor
had to stoop over to keep from scraping his ice-covered

visk that their own rift would close.
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helmet on the ceiling. %
The lips of both humans were trembling, and the :_“.:_"
knew they could not long withstand the freezing conde
tions of the meltwater grotto. Unfortunately, there wae
little he could do to help, except hurry upstream and
Brianna could save them with a clerical spell after she wag
rescued. The only way Tavis could help would be to start
fire, and even if that were possible, the smell of Smoke
would draw the ogres to them in short order. '
They continued upstream for many long, bitter s 2
utes. Occasionally the water rose as high as the shoul
ders of the giant-kin, forcing them to crane their necks
to keep their chins above water. The two humans wes
not strong enough to battle the cold currents alone
they grabbed Tavis’s belt and allowed him to pull the
forward. Then, when the brook grew shallow again, the
pried their frozen fingers open and waded forwa
under their own power, the icy breeze cutting throug
their wet clothing like the claws of a life-stealing wraithy
Soon, the draft had stolen so much heat from Earl Dobs
bin’s body that he lost control of his muscles, pitching
headfirst into the dark waters. He would have drowned'
had Morten not been close by to pull him out. '
Seeing that Avner's eyes had glazed over and his lips!
were the color of sapphires, Tavis realized the boy W
also perilously close to collapse. The scout loosened
cloak, then instructed the youth to crawl under it to
on his back. The firbolg doubted his body heat wouias
restore the youth, but at least it might prevent him frong
collapsing until after they rescued Brianna. X
Morten removed Earl Dobbin’s frozen breastplate anés
started to cast it aside, but Basil took the armor frofis
him and sat down in the water. \

“You g-go on ahead,” the verbeeg said. “I'll c-catch up
later.” It had grown so cold inside the cave that evels

giant-kin were beginning to stutter. !
Tavis frowned, remembering that the runecaster had
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way once or twice before. “If you've {_I‘—‘
his out, this isn’t the p—j)::u_'(-rtciltln bII.
qced “Assuming an ogre pack is following
e :gmli'. ;{t}t:?::.-':ll;s;}hitl:l'lflnln"l take them long to realize
:i‘lél?{ltrlll}l :'nnlrull' {‘Félﬁl the ice cave. They'll come look-
: . s ! 3 ".;I
ng or l-lth\,:-l.]u}-‘:n-]:'\l:, I'm still on your s-side,” Basil replied.
—n,f;iﬂwg;mi.t-t' opened his’s.;'ll'chcl and withdrew a :ﬁit‘_v!
stylus. When he I(_yll}‘ht.‘}' it t:_m lh_e‘- i)l'f:‘&bl]?]{llf.‘., l}jc‘ Up
bégan to glow, illumlnéi{‘”}g Basil :‘. hUF}lP.:_\_«_lf‘rdIl.Il es. I
just thought I'd leave a lilil!(.:?.I)'I){"t_"hL“!li int 1\;»_ W arter, 5

Earl Dobbin cast an indignant glance toward his
breastplate, but when he n'.ll:‘d to protest, all that spilled
from his frozen lips was an |1_1c:u‘horfr§n mumh?(-,

“Don’t be too I-long,” Tavis said, starting up the
stream again. “We won't have t-time to wait for you.”

The scout’s warning had more to do with their human
companions than with his fear of the ogres. Avner’s shiv-
ering form felt cool and wet against his back, and he
knew the boy was starting to freeze to death. Although
Tavis had not removed Avner’s boots or gloves, he had
no doubt that the youth’s hands and feet were already
white with frostbite. Soon, as the boy’s body grew too
weak to warm itself, the cold would creep up his limbs
into his torso. When its icy fingers gripped his heart, he
would give a deep sigh and the life would exit his body
on one last steamy breath.

Soon, they came to a fork in the ice cave. From the
smaller tunnel, running more or less straight up the
glacier, came the muffled gurgle of water flowing over a
field of stones. From the other passage came the distant
roar f_:fa small waterfall. Tavis pulled Brianna’s amulet
from inside his cloak and dangled the chain between his
fingers. The silver spear spun around aimlessly, the tip
un.algle to settle on a direction.

:\uu let the verbeeg t-trick you!” Morten accused.

le didn't trick us,” Tavis replied, examining Basil's

tried to slip a
decided to wait 1
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rune. The scout took the amulet’s chain off the s
then turned the scrap so Morten could see the sme
symbol. “The water washed away his magic.”

The bodyguard snorted. “Now what?” he demang

“This is a big g-glacier, and we d-don’t have much time,»

“It'd take a fairly large nunatak to make a hollow

enough to shelter Brianna,” Tavis said. “It will ‘a’,"?_

biggest stream that leads us to her.”

“And if you're wrong?” Morten growled.

“I'm not,” Tavis answered. "

Brianna’s amulet had been pointing more or lessy
this direction before Basil’s rune disappeared, sof
scout felt every bit as confident as he sounded. }
returned Brianna's amulet to his pocket, then used
dagger to make several large gouges in the icy wall
show Basil which way they had gone. He followed
largest branch of the stream toward the distant roar
the waterfall, occasionally stopping to listen or 8

the wind. The passage forked several more times, and

Tavis always chose the one with the largest stream {lg
ing out of it. Eventually, the din of the waterfall bég:
80 loud he could no longer hear Morten sloshing @
behind him. The stream grew so shallow that it bare
covered the scout’s hands, and the tunnel flattened
to the point where he had to crawl on his belly to K
from scraping Avner against the icy ceiling. He begas
catch whiffs of a sour, rancid smell on the chi
breeze, and he knew they were near their destinati

Tavis stopped and slipped Basil’s wand into his el
Once his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he sawa
purple starlight streaming down around the blacks
houette of an enormous rock outcropping. They i
found their nunatak.

The scout pulled Avner off his back. Althought
could not see the youth in the blackness of the funs
the boy’s skin felt icy to the touch, and his breath €
in shallow, weak sighs. They did not have time tO"Ws
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fore they attacked. If the two humans were to
L 7 s irle

d to free Brianna—and quickly.

with one hand, he crawled
his belly. Morten followed his

for Basil be ;
survive, they h: o ‘
~ pulling Avner a ong

je icy stream on

‘hmu]ﬁi.[]'mfl by the time they stuck their heads out of
exan y € .

the ice cave, DOt
The scout felt su:?\ Dbyt
> of will to wiggle his fingers. o
df::i;l Tavis felt optimistic, for the air was thick with the
a:;cid‘<n1L*]I of ogre. An erratic curtain of meltwater was
I S

both firbolgs were shivering from the cold.
to his stomach, and it took a supreme

pouring off the ice \?vall mﬂ }‘I'ii hllml 3:-]-f](i;’]qlbr?a(fil]i]$
light he could make oul the craggy .L:?]ur B oha g w
scarp less than a body's length away. The scout crawle
into the small hollow between I.he_nunqlak and the glac-
ier, pulling Avner’s chill form behind him. He could It‘("l
a frail warmth radiating off the boulder, but he knew it
would not be enough to save the humans.

Tavis climbed to his feet and looked up the narrow
chasm. To one side loomed a wall of glacier ice, the
creamy glimmer of moonlight shining through the sil-
very sheets of water that cascaded down its face. To the
other side rose the shadowy scarp of the nunatak, as
steen and craggy as any precipice in the Ice Spires. Near
the top of this gloomy cliff, about fifty feet above the
scout’s head, sat the loutish figures of two ogre warriors.

The brutes were squatting at the opposite ends of a
long ledge, with the yellow glow of an oil }amp brighten-
ing the cliff at their backs. In the flickering light, Tavis
could barely make out a fur-swaddled form lying out-
Stretched between the two ogres. From his angle, he
could see little more than one flank of the tightly
wrapped bundle, but that was enough to make his heart
pound harder. The figure looked about seven feet long—
just tall enough to be the princess.

b ] avis pulled Bear Driller off his shoulder. “Morten,
€ve found Brianna,” he whispered. “Just like I promised.”
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Rescue

Keeping his eyes fixed on the ogres, Tavis pulled § I

arrows from his quiver. Before he could nock the §

shaft, he felt a huge hand come down on his shoulde

The scout looked back to see Morten shaking his h

“You m-might hit Brianna.” The bodyguard whispe
so softly Tavis could barely hear him.

“How else can we k-kill those g-guards before th
realize we're here?” the scout asked, his teeth chatt
ing. Although the nunatak hollow was not so cold as
ice caves, neither was it warm enough to counteract
effects of the freezing waters they had been in. “If
have a b-better idea, Het me know.”

Tavis tucked his hand into his armpit to warm
allowing Morten a chance to study the figures abo

The bodyguard seemed more occupied with shiver

than thinking and did not suggest any alternati
When the scout’s fingers felt warm enough to conti
the bowstring, he nocked an arrow.

“No!” Morten hissed. “It's t-too dangerous.”

“It’s the safest choice we have,” Tavis replieds
drew his bowstring back, then glanced at the mass
hand on his shoulder. “I won't hit Brianna—unless¥
throw my aim off.”

The bodyguard reluctantly took his hand away,
Tavis released the bowstring. The arrow shot to
ogre on the far side of Brianna, the rustle of its fli
muffled by the sound of the waterfall. The shot took
target under the jaw, slamming the brute’s head
the rock wall. His limp body slipped off its perch and
into the chasm below.

Tur, OGRE'S PACT

The second ogre gave a startled jerk ‘:I‘Il(.l I('(-t]l.i'{.l. for-
4 to see what had 1‘1;1|}_;:<‘|w(| to his companion.
warg > arrow caught him in the mouth. The brute’s
I iw.rlh.;.il,lw{l hack. then he slumped down on the ledge.
1;1(]?( S;-;;ddlwi figure next to Ihis_mr[mvﬂtlid u‘n! even sl?.r._
“It’s a g-good thing your aim is true, Mor ten said. “If
vou had hit Brianna, I would have k-killed you.

Wwith that, the bodyguard started to cllml),

“Wait,” Tavis said. He pointed at the coil ()‘f rope h;qlg~
ing from Morten's belt. “Let me have that. I'll t-tie a”hne
ound these two in c-case we must leave in a hurry.
Without saying anything, the bodyguard took the
rope off his belt and threw it to Tavis.

“Climb up to the glacier and keep watch,” Tavis sug-
gested. He kneeled at Avner’s side to loop the end of the
rope around the boy’s chest. “I'll wake Brianna.”

“So you can c-claim the honor of rescuing her?” Mor-
ten scoffed. “I think n-not.”

*“We haven't rescued her yet,” Tavis snapped. There
was a grain of truth to the bodyguard’s comment, but
the scout’s main reason for sending Morten to the top
was hardly selfish. “It's time to prove all those threats
you make aren’t empty. There are bound to be more
guards outside, and sooner or later they'll notice what's
going on down here. If you're half the fighter you claim,
you can hold them off better than 1.”

“I'm twice the warrior I claim,” Morten snarled. He
tugged at his battle-axe to be sure it wasn’t frozen into
}“5_ belt, then resumed his climb. “But try to keep things
quiet. _Ther_o‘s_ no use starting a battle until we have to.”
fa;[t‘iti‘\::i(?[llllf]awd]I'\,ring the two humans into the line, then
g ihe.hfy Iﬂt :tr‘en’tl‘qf ‘the'.- rope to his belt and fol-
g A{»}-"" uard as far as the ledge. After pqshmg

-4d ogre into the chasm below, he pulled himself

:.r;‘f] T.hu broad shelf and sat down. The figure beside him
lel(ir: ;“\:::’_"i'l)it"lf-‘})' swaddled in furs he could not be cer-
45 human. The ogres had wrapped the occupant

ar
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in several layers of bearskin, then tied a greasy ron

around the whole thing to keep the bulky cocoon f

unraveling, Altogether, the sheaf was close to eight fag
long. The only opening was a small breathing hole ha
» Ul

the scout could not see inside it.

Behind this cocoon sat a crude heater that the ogres

had made by filling the top of a firbolg’s skull with '}
fat and lighting it. The resulting flame was orange
rank, exuding an oily smoke that had already staj
much of the cliff above it with a grimy black soot.
Tavis started to loosen the rope, then thought bet
it. If he startled Brianna, she might cry out in surprise
draw the ogres down upon them. He grabbed the bez
lamp and held it over the hole. Inside was a small mg
that appeared to be human—at least judging by what
he could see, which consisted entirely of two crae
chapped lips. The rest of the face remained comple
hidden, rendering it impossible to guess how the prin
might react when he untied the bundle, '
The scout glanced up and saw that Morten &
reached his station. The burly firbolg sat with his b

to the cliff and his feet braced against the glacier, holk

ing him in place. His mighty battle-axe rested across i
lap, and in his throwing hand he held his dagger.
bodyguard glanced down and waved an impatient i
toward the cocoon.

Tavis slipped his hand into the breathing hole, in
ing to keep Brianna from crying out in alarm. ASS
exhaled, he felt the hot, damp air of her breath aga

his palm, then a set of teeth clamped down on the el

cate flesh between the thumb and first finger.

Stifling a scream, the scout tried to pull his hand n

but found it held in place by a pair of powerful Jaws:
teeth began to work back and forth, cutting theiry
toward the delicate tendons of the thumb. To keep i¥0

smashing his free fist into the cocoon, Tavis had t

remind himself that it was Brianna inside—thought
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,ave his doubts.

side the skull-lamp, then pulled his
t the rope, and ripped the skins open.
s gaunt and haggard, with wind-

was beginning to |

The scout set a
dagger, qu_irk_ly cu |
The face inside wa

ks and dry, red skin. Glacier-glare had

-ned chee s ; i
burn¢ d the eyes to a pair of sunken, bloodshot pits,
ce yes

tile the brilliant mountain sun had |)llll.'l}<.'(]i,l_hk“l](:):‘-';t‘ to
“hl.t. shade of ruby. Despite its condition, Tavis found
- dfl;ifll more beautiful than ever. It belonged to Brianna.
th'ﬁ-hg princess ()I,)('nl."(] her mmflil. |.31:!Iing her lgt‘;t]‘l away
from the scout’s bleeding }mnd,l‘\mi. she croaked. :

Tavis smiled. “That’s 1-1g_h1,‘l ve come to save you.

Brianna considered this for a moment, then began
unwrapping herself. She moved slowly, as though
greatly fatigued, her fingers l]:embhng as she struggled
to grip the filthy bearskins. Nevertheless, when Tavis
reached out to help, she angrily pushed his hand away.

“How much is the reward?” she demanded.

“Reward?” Tavis echoed, stunned by the acid tone in
the princess's voice. “You think I'm doing this for gold?”

Brianna rolled her eyes. “Please, [ know better,” she
said. “How much is my father paying you for this?”

“Nothing!” Tavis snapped. “The king—"

The scout stopped himself in midsentence, realizing
that now was no time to tell the princess about her
father's betrayal.

“What about the king?” Brianna demanded. If the
haughty tone in her voice was any indication, the
princess was recovering fast. “Finish what you were
going to say.”

Tavis shook his head. “The king didn’t offer to pay me
anythlr}g.“ he said. The scout pulled Brianna’s amulet
from his cloak pocket, then pressed it into her hand.
And you can have this back—free of charge.”

“"H?ep:l]m?sj.s ‘mnuth fell open. "".-\fh_ere'd you find it?”

,rm_i-g';”'r‘t p d.tf-‘. you lost n_._ he replied curtly. _

S turned away and untied the rope from his belt,

r(-‘d u
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then sat down on the ledge to pull up Avner and the ea

“What are you doing?” the princess asked. pag
over his shoulder, The bitterness had gone from
voice, but it had not been replaced by any hint tha
felt sorry for how she had treated him so far,

“I'm hauling up two people who risked their Jive
your behalf,” Tavis said.

As the scout fed the rope through his hands, sli

-

fiery light began to flicker across the ledge. He glaness

back and found Brianna clutching her talisman fo}

chest, the red glow of her goddess’s magic slipping frgs

between her fingers.

“Save some of your healing magic,” he said,
humans are dying of cold and need your help—ifj
too much trouble for Your Highness.”

“Of course not.” If the princess noticed the rep
in Tavis’s voice, she showed no sign. “Who are they

“Avner and Earl Dobbin,”

“Really!” Brianna considered this news for a mon
then asked, “And what did my father promise them
Tavis did not bother to answer, and before the pi
could say anything more an alarmed war ¢ry son
from above, The scout looked up to see Mortén flis

his dagger at something across the glacier.

“Morten?” Brianna gasped. “What's he doing he

“He came with us,” Tavis explained.

The scout redoubled his efforts to pull his €@
ions up, but raising two humans over such a d&
was not an easy task, even for a firbolg. :

Brianna sat down beside him, then reached 0

rope. “I'll bring them up,” she said. “You help Mortens

Tavis did not yield the line. “They’re too heavy:"
“Don’t be ridiculous,” the princess said. She g
the rope about a foot below Tavis’s hands, then bega
raise the humans almost as fast as the scout had

doing. “After all, I am a Hartwick.”
“So [ see,” Tavis said, standing. Like almost éve
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. .new of the supernatural strength of
Harlﬁ\"‘*lt;' }H, _lt:;,;j\:“l;u;r‘;uu'vstlnrs. but this was the first
Brianna s |‘.|'t Iul{ "11 the princess shared the gift. “I wonder
he had 1“\.;.“ (m'r:'('-‘* vou and the king have been keeping.”
“ll'“f~01l]{ I{ t\"litilu; for a reply, Tavis climbed up to help

o “F]mi}\- z‘Jh. time he reached the top of the chasm,
i\[{:ji)l(:(ril'\-rgli-;ll'll had :1||‘t*:1f.l1,\' f-li-“‘ii!’l“i‘i'll""“! “1_”'-"‘.1}(‘ Hlil('i"']'-
From the constant c'hm‘lt‘ of f.‘lilﬂ.‘él”..‘l..‘M“lla’”“f*‘- u
sounded as though the firbolg was hard-pressed to
defend himself against the ogre pack. : 2

Tavis braced his back against _1}19 granite cliff and
peered over the lip of the glacier. Directly ahead lay two
dead ogres, one with a dagger through his throat and the
other missing a head. Morten stood a short distance away,
surrounded by the whirling clubs and darting spears of
more than a dozen of Goboka’s savage warriors.

What the scout saw on the other side of the glacier
concerned him more than Morten's situation. The
shaman’s huge figure was just cresting a ridge of moon-
lit snow. He was coming, with a large troop of warriors at
his back, from the direction of the ice hut, Tavis didn’t
understand how Goboka had reacted so quickly to his
failed plan. The ice hut was on the far side of the glacier,
too far away for the shaman to have heard the fight
between Morten and the sentries guarding Brianna.

The scout drew his sword and thrust the tip into the
soft snow, using it as a handhold while he pulled himself
onto the glacier. A dozen paces away, Morten continued
to battle the ogres, spinning first in one direction and then
the other, his battle-axe slicing through the air in long
ﬁ‘;:c;i‘rl]itifr i;(\;ﬁ {I\ their primitive weapons, his foes could

st m.wh.lrlmg guard, but neither could the
Yguard assault them. As Morten tried to bring his axe

fo B - ¢
fl; bear, three of the brutes moved forward to strike at his
anks, for

them back
tghtly

cing him to redirect his efforts into driving
I'he ogres were locked into combat just as
as the bodyguard. Two of them lowered their
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clubs and reached for their poisoned arrows, only

Morten assail them with a vicious series of cross-sk

Once he felt the glacier beneath his feet, Tavigh
his sword and silently rushed across the snow, an
ing his arrival by slicing into an ogre’s neck. The ¢
head flew off and crashed into another warrior, whe
so startled that he howled in alarm and droppeg
guard. Morten took quick advantage of the brute's
prise, cleaving him down the center with a single
blow. The battle turned against the ogre pack lhen..'
the flashing blades of the two firbolgs made quick s
of their enemies. Within moments, more than a do
the brutes lay motionless, their lifeblood draining og
form dark stains on the glacier’s milky surface, Z

“You're no idle braggart,” Tavis said. He kn
down to clean his bloody sword in the snow. “That
fine axe work.”

“You helped,” Morten grunted. He looked toward

horde of ogres approaching across the glacier, then's
“I wasn't expecting them so soon.”
“Me either,” Tavis said. “It'll complicate our escaps

“What of Brianna?” the bodyguard asked. “Can

run?”

“The princess is well enough,” Tavis said, using
to numb the painful bite she had left on his hands
her ordeal has certainly taken its toll on her manné

“I'm sure the king will show enough gratitude for .

of us,” said Brianna's voice. “But I have no inten
growing maudlin just because I'm free from the 08
I'm hardly fool enough to believe that you—aor
bin—saved me out of the goodness of your heartss

why you brought Avner along, I'll never understi

This is no place for a child!” ;
The scout spun around in time to see the priss
crawling out of the nunatak hollow. She had wra
foul-smelling bear skin around her shoulders, S€
the improvised cloak in place with a small piece of

156

THE OGRE's PACT

> { into this makeshift belt was the dagger Tavis
e i"» side her on the ledge, and from one hand dan-
had ltﬁ- )-{ :_}t' to which the humans were tied.
v -“ |I'u~alu»d to her side. “Milady, are you well?”
-T'v[i;:»r:tttl-lr 11; an you were wht'nr I last saw _\’U‘l:l," she

“But you look fine now. What happened?
n looked away, as though }l‘.-'-i'lfllllf.’f] ll_léll he lm_d
in the battle with the ogres. “Tavis and his

replied.
Morte
not died

thieves took me (o the castle,” he explained. “Simon

aled me. LA 5 !
ht:Brianna glanced toward Tavis. My gratitude.” For the

first time, there was a hint of warmth in ti}‘e princess’'s
voice. “T'll see to it that Father rewards you.” _

«f doubt that will be as easy as you think,” Tavis replied.
“But right now, we have more pressing concerns.”

The scout pointed across the glacier. Goboka was now
<o close they could see the moonlight gleaming in his
eyes, and his horde was close behind. Most of the ogres
seemed to be armed with clubs or spears, but those run-
ning closest to the shaman’s immense form carried their
bows in their hands. Apparently, the shaman hoped to
ensure Brianna's safety by allowing only his most
trusted marksmen to fire arrows.

When Brianna saw the charging pack, she handed the
coil to Morten. “Pull that up,” she ordered. “Fast.”

“How are the humans?” Tavis asked. “Are they well
enough to run?”

Brianna raised her brow, regarding the scout as though
1'_te ha.rl lost his mind. “It was all I could do to save their
hVﬁS.' she said. “They were practically ice blocks.”

We'll carry them,” Morten said.
hu‘;:i.‘:lllji']S{:(Jll{‘ll;e.‘?\?fjti‘}‘lc‘. tl)w bodyguard pulled the two
Both in\furq 4 -1& g' d_l:rltir.‘ll: ‘.1 ianna had swaddled them
B ilatio o l_d_ Tavis could tell them apart only by

€lative size difference between the boy and the
man. The princess cut the rope binding Ihem-logelhel'

then pacee TR Sy . !
€N passed Avner to Tavis and Dobbin to Morten.
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“What about Basil?” Morten asked, throwing the
over his shoulder.
“We won’t save him by waiting here,” Tavis replied. hes
ing Avner onto his own shoulder. “He can catch yg latt'er
“Who's Basil?” Brianna asked.
Tavis turned away from the ogres and started tg sun
at the same time explaining, “The verbeeg you sa
my barn.” ;'
“He's a part of this?”

The princess had hardly finished her question .~

tremendous shudder rumbled up from the heart of
glacier. Tavis’s feet slipped from beneath him, and’
dropped to his side, his fall cushioned by the soft ¢
snow on top of the glacier. Brianna and Morten alsg
The bodyguard landed atop his burden, drawing a mug
fled cry of anger from Ear]l Dobbin.

“Did Goboka do that?” Morten gasped. _

Tavis looked back and saw a great crevasse ope
across the glacier, more or less above the ice ez
through which they had crawled. Dozens of ogre was
riors had already disappeared into the rift, and moe
were spilling into it as the abyss widened. i

“It wasn't the shaman,” Tavis reported. “My guessis
that Basil's rune caused that explosion,”

Morten stared at the growing crevasse in awe,
shook his head and picked up the bundle contai
Earl Dobbin. “We can't tarry here.” :

As Tavis considered Basil's absence, a growing Kng
of concern formed in his stomach. NevertheleSsyi
gathered Avner's bundle and rose to his feet, th
started across the glacier. Whatever the verbeeg's it
they could not help him anyway. s

The scout quickly realized that he and his compas
would never escape by trying to outrun the ogres. To$
vive, they had to make their pursuers slow down—and
knew just the place to do it. He angled up toward the g
ice wall that had stopped the ogres in the first place.
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! . trying to get us I(j}!m:l?_" 31‘i;_1|_1_|1;-1 {lem:mtl_t-‘{l.

Are 3}'“{ re fixed on the sheer ice cliff ahead, which
Her f')’“"]“,l“f'f bank of clouds rolling down from the val-
loomed ' (-t\{)‘»'li be trapped. We can't scale that wall!”
lt')f‘“h‘“".i'.”“,“d to. I'm just trying to get us into that ice
|"l||l'":ilt';ii-' T:m“' '[},,;”“-11 to the base of the ice wall, where

the gl
slope In &
jagged spires.
aren't going 0. ; . i ot
Tavis continued up the glacier. When he reached the

bottom of the ice fall, he pulled Bear Driller nﬁ; his
shoulder and glanced back to check on the ogres. They
were still out of range, but wouldn’t be for long. The
scout turned uphill and began to climb, probing the
snow ahead with the tip of his bow.

“Follow my trail exactly,” Tavis said, panting from the
exertion of running through snow. “Ice falls have lots of
crevasses.”

The scout was counting on that. Ice, like water, flowed
faster on steep slopes, which caused more crevasses to
open. These rifts were smaller than those on gentler
grades, and therefore were more easily concealed
beneath thick layers of snow. With any luck, the scout
had more experience than his pursuers at negotiating
such mazes of hidden danger, so the ogres would be
forced to follow in his footsteps in a snakelike column—
at least until he decided it was time for them to scatter.

Within a few steps, Tavis began to see long, faint shad-
ows ahead. He twined his way around each of these areas,
for the differences in color marked sagging surfaces
where the snowpack hung suspended over the unseen
maws of hidden crevasses. Often, the scout stopped run-
'l‘]‘:itliﬂﬁg C:_I;{"F'ﬁh to push Bear Driller into the snow
i ﬁujx:“l:] ],\ i‘it 1e tp struck a solid surface of ice, but
Singed iI‘in{l lt..ll.l..}]‘t*' b:m' would sink as though he had

- o water. When that happened, the scout

acier tumbled down a hundred paces of steep

in a jumbled heap of mansion-sized blocks and
“If we can't escape the ogres in there, we
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would retrace his path a few steps down the mogngs
then carefully probe his way around the end of the'g
cealed chasm until he could resume the climb,

Soon they reached a thicket of seracs, loomig

spires that had fallen off the ice wall and imbedg,

themselves among the crevasses. The seracs resemb;
nothing so much as a city of craggy blue towe
unkempt and jagged, inclining in every direction ang
impossible angles. Some minarets lay almost upon
sides, with no more distance than a human’'s he
between their peaks and the glacier surface. Other
ers stood bolt upright, as straight and proud as
steeple in Castle Hartwick.

Tavis led his company a few steps into the seg
then paused to look back down the slope. The ogres
reached the base of the ice fall, and the first warri
were already rushing up the trail he had blazed ¢
the crevasse-field. Although they were easily witl
Bear Driller’s range, the scout did not take Avner off
shoulder to reach for his arrows. Goboka had been'w
enough to hang back, with his own archers at his i
and let his warriors lead the charge.

“We're running out of room,” Morten growles

“Shoot!”

“Not yet,” Tavis said. “It's better to wait until theré are

more of them behind us.”

The scout turned and began to thread his way th
the seracs. When the small company reached the
of the ice wall, Tavis and Morten deposited their
dens behind a fallen serac, then the two firbolgs
Brianna retraced their steps to 2 small clearingt
afforded a relatively unobstructed view down the g
ier. The first ogre was just entering the serac thicl
and behind him came a long winding file of his fellg
They were all following Tavis's trail, which, now e
could be seen from above, often seemed to pass &
essarily close to dozens of crevasses, both hidden @
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\ nlain sight. Only Goboka :1}1{] his archers ha(l‘
open 0 .p i‘-n-cl the ice fall. They still stood well out of
E:i:é:t \i.-!:u'-hing the others climb until they saw what
wz!s‘,qu‘ﬁ]:',i\-h;‘llll):;}:u::il'ul of arrows from his quiver and
h_“:L:IEIF}W”l “; the snow at his side. “Now it’s time to

ot.” he said.
’:ha";ﬁ" ::.i‘i:)lll }:1 his first shaft fly, then began firing as fast as
he could nock arrows. First the lead warrior fell, then t‘]u_-
second and third. Suddenly the ogres at l‘_he fl’()['ll“ uf‘ﬂ‘l? Iln_c
were scrambling for cover. As they s'curned off Tavis's trail,
they began to drop into crevasses in groups of three and
four, leaving nothing behind but the empty air where they
had been standing only 2 moment earlier.

Tavis shifted his aim farther down the frail, to where the
ogres were not yet scattering. He began to pepper the
entire line, sometimes putting a single arrow through the
bodies of two warriors. The brutes stampeded away from
the attacks, scattering in every direction. They vanished
into the crevasses a dozen at a time, as often as not forced
over the edge by the press of their panicked fellows. Many
of those who did not perish simply threw themselves to
the ground and cowered in the snow. The scout aimed a
few more arrows at these targets, and soon they were up
again, rushing about with the rest of their peers.

Goboka's angry voice echoed up the ice fall, yelling
commands at his warriors in their own guttural lan-
guage. A few of the brutes heeded his words and began
irying to calm their comrades. Tavis concentrated his
fire on these would-be leaders and prevented the ogres
from regrouping. The survivors began to take shelter in
shallow depressions and behind blocks of ice, but
shuwf-cl_no inclination to resume the journey up the dan-
8e€rous icefall—at least not while Bear Driller was show-
ermg lhl"lﬂ with arrows,
the (I:'g:"t:'g”‘-“'—‘_'r}"“?‘- apparent that the scout had stopped

arriors, Goboka spoke a few words to his
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archers. They arranged themselves in a three-abras
column. The shaman stepped into the middle of
group and ducked down to prevent himself from beeg
ing an easy target. The entire line started up the gt

Tavis had blazed, those in front using their bows ta

probe for crevasses along the edges of the path, .
The scout did not bother firing at the column, He dig
not have enough arrows left to kill even half of them
and he would only empty his quiver in vain if he tried {5
frighten them off the path as he had the first group,
“This makes no sense,” Morten growled. “Why doesa
the shaman use his archers, or cast a spell at us?” ¥
“Because of Brianna. He won't risk killing her by &

dent,” Tavis explained. “He wants her alive as much 3 ;

we do.”

“Then let’s count ourselves lucky and run for it," thi
bodyguard urged. ,

Tavis shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. “If we'ria
now, the others will regain their courage and prevents
from climbing off the glacier.” ;

“They're doing that now,” Brianna said. She castan
angry glance at the ice cliff behind them. *Or hadn't you
noticed?”

along the base of the icy cliff, to where a jagged tib of gras
ite rose from beneath the glacier to ascend the canyon Walk

“All we need is time enough to get up that ridge.” -

“That’s no simple climb,” Morten said. “The ogres W
catch up and pull us off before we're ten feet up.” .
“Not without their shaman, they won't,” Tavis saith S8
The scout motioned for his two companions to folio
then dodged a short distance down the steep slopet0s
huge serac. The block was tipped almost horizo®
across the slope, directly above the route Tavis

blazed up the crevasse-field. Morten instantly '-mdt"_
stood the plan. Without being asked, he braced S

hands against the side and began to push.
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Goboka also realized the scout’s intentions. As Tavis

¥ b~

laid his h

command.

arrows sail :

gpire’s far side. | |
> ravis pushed. A loud crack sounded from the serac’s

dVvis . ]

ands on the ice, the shaman shouted a harsh
1 Dozens of bowstrings snapped. A volley of
led up the hill to clatter harmlessly off the

ba?\udeep. rumbling voice echoed through the night air:

the shaman casting a spell. The scout pushed harder,
drawing an involuntary scream of exertion from his
lungs. Another crack sounded from the bottom of the
tower—then Tavis heard Brianna utter a spell. A sharp
sizzle filled the night air as the princess called Hiatea's
name and a bolt of red flame shot down the slope toward
Goboka's head.

The shaman’s voice fell silent in the middle of a word
and he kicked at the snow. A white spray erupted from
beneath his feet, coalescing into an icy shield just as
Brianna's spell streaked down from above. The fiery bolt
crashed into the frosty circle with a deafening blast, then
both spells sizzled away in a cloud of steam.

“Now, push!” Morten yelled.

Tavis braced his boots against the snowy slope and,
placing his shoulder against the serac, drove forward with
all the strength in his legs. With a thunderous boom, the
icy tower broke free, As it tumbled away, both firbolgs
pitched forward and slid down the glacier on their faces.

Tavis thrust his hands deep into the snow, arresting his
fall before it had the chance to build momentum. He
1{’_"]‘9‘1 up and peered over Morten’s huge back as the
'ls_l‘;;a;:'ﬂ‘ll;?glf:i_?own“tl?e slope. The scout couldn’t see on
ey ]{i e u the spire, but the rumbling of the block of
and Gobol .O‘\I{rpc:f\e‘ﬂ Fhe shrieks of the terrified ogres,

Tavis m:_i:tdnlgy:\- scream was the loudest of all.

B do the o 0 lis ferl then I‘F‘E!Ch.r"'d down to help Mor-
= same. “Now we can run.”
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The High Forest

A series of clumsy, flat-footed steps pulsed thrg
the open ground of the montane forest, The footfal
were as enigmatic as they were fleeting, bouncing
the bole of one tree to another, until the palpit
seemed to come from many directions at once and
place in particular. They were also distant, so feeble
Tavis barely heard them drumming above the ing¢
lisp of the wind. Still, the ungainly rhythm was
able. Basil was out there somewhere, running acros
outcropping of bedrock.

Slipping his fletcher’s tools and a handful of osprey feat

ers into his belt pouch, Tavis laid aside the arrow he
been crafting. Gathering his bow and the handful of 3
he had already made, he stood, trying to guess from
maddening echoes where he would find Basil,

Beside the scout, Brianna was tending to the festé
wound on Morten's neck. She had already washedt
yellow ichor away and purified the gash with bles
water, and was now placing her goddess’s talisman
the gash. '

“I don’t know what good this will do.” Morten kept
voice to a soft whisper, for the wind had been carr
faint whiffs of ogre to them all morning long. *Si
already healed it once.”

“It's not uncommon for bite wounds to fester,” B
replied, equally softly. “We may have to do this &
times.”

The princess uttered her incantation, drawing a8
hiss from the bodyguard as Hiatea's fiery magic poul
from the talisman into the ulcerous sore.

o
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r side of Brianna, Avner and Earl Dobbin

On the othe the midmorning light, sitting with their

were dozing m

bhacks agains " of that morning’s meal, a pile of raw
v the remains of that n g’ ;
them lay 1

at that Tavis had dug up as they z'n_mf.t'fi a meadow.

The outcropping was not a f{ﬂ‘.ti'f.' one, rsing 1"-‘*_5‘ than a
~uarter as high as the towering p:m:-s_:ln')und it, but it
{IL.MII,I-LH ideal resting place. Not only did it catch the warm
:.2;‘,;:;]'1tht‘ morning sun, it stood just _high enough ao 111;;1{
Morten could peer over the top to 111:;[3@.&'.1 th_e group’s
back trail—as he had been doing all morning, until
Brianna awakened and decided to he_al his throat wound.

A broad expanse of lodgepole pines surrounded the
¢rag, their thin bare trunks as straight as hor.—':\t—'_ lances.
Though the boles were nol de_-nsel:,-' packed, lh(»_nr sheer
number created the impression of a gray, fogllke wall
through which any manner of evil spirit might walk at
any moment.

“Wait here.” Tavis whispered. “I'll be back soon.”

As the scout moved to enter the depths of the gray for-
est. Morten’s large hand clasped his shoulder.

“Where are you going?” Morten asked. All that
remained of the wound on his neck was an ugly red scar
resembling a huge boil. “This is no time to go wandering.”

“Don’t you recognize those steps?” Tavis whispered
back. “I’s Basil.”

“How can you be certain?” Brianna demanded. Even
as she asked the question, the verbeeg’s distant footfalls
faded away, and there was no other sound in the forest
except the wind slipping through the pine boughs. “I can
hardly hear them.”

.. He's moved onto softer ground,” Tavis explained.
But I'm certain it was Basil. I recognized his gait.”

E}f‘a‘}[’ii and Morten exchanged doubtful looks.

: mLfa-“‘lil:ji ?mw as much to rescue you as anyone,” Tavis
Shinded her,

The princess’s expression became fretful. “That’s not

a sun-baked crag of black basalt. Between

SquUawr
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the issue,” she said, still speaking softly. “It's wi
you really heard him.”
“You think I'm lying?” Tavis gasped.

“No, of course not!” Brianna'’s reply was quick'as

emphatic, but no sooner had she uttered it than she g :

the scout a sideways glance and added, “Not this i

anyway.”

had nothing to do with the theft of Earl Dobbin's ool :

“Then why did the princess find them in your b
whispered the lord mayor, opening his eyes to join
conversation. “And why are you now willing to risk %
life—indeed, all of our lives—to go off searching fo,
verbeeg who took them?”

Brianna quickly interposed herself between the
and Earl Dobbin. “We don’t need to discuss your b
now.” She scowled at the lord mayor, then added, *

moment, I don’t care if Tavis and his verbeeg took yous
ancestral jewels. The important thing is to return {0 u

father's castle, and Tavis Burdun is the only person
can get us there alive,”

theft of Ear] Dobbin’s books, how could he convince he

£

that her own father had betrayed her to the ogres? "
The scout sighed at his quandary, then askeg

“Princess, if you don’t think I'm lying, why the doulis

about what I heard?”

“Because the shaman’s a mimic,” she said. “Thi
how he lured me into his trap the first time.”

“Thanks for the advice.” Tavis said. He did not bol
to question whether the shaman had survived the bats
on the ice fall. That the ogres had regrouped Was
dence of that, for the brutes were a notoriously shif
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ace thi {Id not have mounted such a
and disorderly r‘l,(; :f:{‘!._\:;:mg leader. “I'll be careful.”
sizable [)lli't‘!"t i “ﬁ" ;\Z’Inrn-:l asked.

“you're still Hl(“-]}]{:;.(-;; a mimic can’t duplicate what he

Tavis muld("( Il .,;.,_;l.n“[ precisely,” the scout explained.
]‘35"1‘110.}“-6—;}[lL.,: heard Basil's feet slapping against
“And ,f‘i.-ot)]t]:e;lt‘};-n good chance Basil's still alive.
E\E[i[t‘]\;;: iimse footfalls were real or not, I have to take a
10{111\‘-[11 afraid it's too late for looking,” said[ Earl{D.olzjbIm;
The lord mayor’s gaze Was fixed on Ih(i orest, and he
was scrambling to his feet. “‘We have a— Bt

The drone of a flying arrow cut the lord mayor o.ﬁ_..
black shaft suddenly appeared in his thigh, and he cried
oumgegftli];.mcking an} arirow_. Ta\gs S{J_Sr} ir: the direii;';z

.om which the shaft had come. He did not see any ogre
f\:rg:?'ior};. of course, but noticed a few trembling stalks in

ckleberry thicket.
g t:‘l‘jll{c scout drew his bowstring back. A pair of huckle-
berry leaves suddenly fluttered to the HI‘(H]II'(L and a
black dot appeared outside the bush: an ogre's arrow
coming dead on. Tavis released his own shaft then
twisted away, at the same time swinging Bear Driller
vertically through the air.

With a sharp clack, the bow struck the shank of the
ogre arrow. A tiny, stinging jolt ran through the scout’s
hands, and he saw a curving black streak as his foe's
missile sailed away to shatter against the basalt crag.

_ Tavis's own arrow penetrated the thicket with a sound
like tearing cloth. There was a thud and a strangled
gasp, then a hush fell over the forest. The scout nocked
another arrow, already searching for his next target.

Among the lodgepoles, nothing else moved. Keeping
his eyes on the forest, Tavis squatted beside Earl Dobbin,
Wwho had fallen to the ground. “How many were there?”

The question went unanswered, for the ogre's poison
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had already done its work and put the lord mayor
asleep. Brianna pulled her borrowed dagger and get:
work digging the arrow from the earl’s leg.
“We'll leave when you finish there,” the scout said,
Tavis stepped over to Avner, who had not stirred du
ing the ogre’s attack. If the youth felt any guilt forg
disgrace he had brought upon his guardian—gg

deaths he had caused by failing to warn Morten abagt

the ogre ambush—it did not show. He was still slee

his expression as innocent as that of a newborn babe,
“Wake up.” The scout kicked the sole of the boy’s bogg

harder than necessary. “Time to go!” ]

Eyes half open, Avner leaped to his feet. “Got you
ered!” he mumbled. The youth was already pulling
sling from beneath his cloak. “Where they at?”

“Come and gone, boy,” chuckled Morten. The bode

guard passed a waterskin to the youth. “Wash the
from your eyes. We're going to need you alert.”

Tavis turned back to Brianna. She had bandaged Eas

Dobbin’s wound and was about to cast a healing spefly

“Let him sleep for a while,” Tavis suggested. *I douhbl
the lord mayor suffers pain quietly, and groans will

attract ogres.”

Brianna considered his advice, then hefted the lord

mayor over her shoulder. Tavis slipped past hera

with an arrow still nocked, started off at a silent trot. He

did not need to look to know the princess was follo

a dozen paces behind, for he could hear 2 mulile

cadence of dry pine needles crackling beneath her
steps. Morten's steps were louder, a basal reverbera

that Tavis sensed more than heard. Avner was the moss

difficult to keep track of. Despite having to run to
pace with his large companions, the boy moved:
silently that, if Brianna's pace had not faltered now
then as she tried to avoid his heels, Tavis could not!
been certain the young thief was behind him.

A short time later, the scout stopped so the others@
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p to him. He studied their h.‘i}('l\' {r:ii? l'u_r: a few

ointed southward. "I\J!'i‘l’ !T’“;HL;. mn il_}ill
- a1 eaturn.” he whispered. "l won't be long.

guector l-l;:h:}1.:,[![':.'::(: after Hfl‘ﬁ“.‘_’" asked Morten. The

T 'hl'ti lf‘l':,ll a nervaus glance into the forest. “That’s
:?"1(‘{1{1“,"::#: '1511“_‘ woods are swarming with ogres. They
c(ouid kil )’nll.“?lrfd where would that leave us? Only you
"'“,‘.’1‘7}::.]1,:{-:?‘-; u-u_n‘r kill me, I)ul“(:\ft--n_ if 1i_u'_\-'"’ilju you
don’t need me to find your :'t.-uu:. .l'il\-'i:-% said. “There's
only one way to go. Down the valley. : . .

“But it's too obvious,” Brianna objected, laying Earl
Dobbin’s unconscious form on the ground. “The ogres
will block that direction, We have to go another way.

“We can't,” Tavis replied. “We can’t retrace our steps
without running a gauntlet of ogres. And we can’t go
north without venturing onto the Great Glacier.”

“That's not f-for me,” Avner said, shivering at the mere
remembrance of how cold the Needle Peak glacier had
been. “I'd freeze to death the f-first night.”

“Only if a frost giant didn’t find you first,” said Mor-
ten. He looked back to Tavis. “But why not go west?”

“Hill giants,” the scout explained. “The Gray Wolf clan
claims thre next valley from crestline to crestline.”

“The Gray Wolf clan?” Brianna repeated. “Their chief-
tain has visited Castle Hartwick many times. Noote will
protect us.”

Tavis shook his head. “Hill giants aren’t very noble,
and the ogres will outnumber the Gray Wolves by five to
one,” he said. “This Noote’s more likely to turn us over
to Goboka than to fight him on our behalf.”

Brianna remained determined. “How many times have
you met Noote?” she demanded. .

I haven't,” Tavis admitted. “But T know hill giants.”
_'“A[‘Fl [ know Noote,” Brianna countered. “I've spoken
“l}.!;i::‘;:jt:ral_ llmt“s and he’s always been very kind.”
s visiting the king,” Morten reminded her.

catch u
moments, then p
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“It only makes sense to be nice to the princess.”

“That’'s my point,” Brianna said. “If he valueg me
father's friendship, what better way to earn it than b
saving me?”

if he knew of the king's bargain with Goboka, T§

prospect was not as unlikely as it seemed. As the leades

of a hill giant tribe, there was a good chance Nog
would know the Twilight Spirit wanted the princess:
that case, the chieftain would certainly turn her ha
over to the ogre shaman—or take her to the Twilig
Vale himself—and earn Camden’s gratitude for doing

“What's wrong, Tavis?” Morten demanded. “You log
like you've seen a storm giant.”

The scout could only shake his head. Looking
Brianna, he said, “We can't trust Noote to help. Youm
believe me.”

“Why?" she demanded. “What do you know?"

“You wouldn't believe me,” he said.

“Perhaps not, but after that incident in Stagwick,
hardly earned the right to demand my blind faith,” Bri
countered. “You've nothing to lose by speaking.”

Tavis took a deep breath and stepped out of Morten's

reach. “Your father gave you to the ogres,” he said, “in pi

ment for their help in winning the war against his broﬂlel‘:’?

“Liar!” Morten boomed.

The bodyguard reached for his sword, but Bria n
restrained him. “Don’t be so rash,” she chided. Look
back to Tavis, she demanded, “What game are you p
ing now? If you're worried about splitting the reward,
me assure you Noote's help won't cost you a silver” =8

“There isn’t going to be any silver—at least not o8
your father,” Tavis replied. “As outrageous as it SE€iiS
what I say is true. Runolf told me.” s

Brianna glared at Tavis reproachfully. “I warn you
such ridiculous stories will accomplish nothing.”

“It's not a story,” said Avner. “Runolf’s head told him.
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sard it myself.” ‘ : o ke
’“[a{r:ii':llm'; kneeled in front of the boy, taking his face

tween her hands. “You don’t have to lie for Tavis any-
sfwee i S e
be re.” she said. “He won'l hurt you. ) :
”“.',I.i'“ not lying!” the boy protested. “And neither is
Tavis.” : j e
]“"(‘ohuln was taking you to someplace called the Twi-
¥ . i ‘ - we -_ - - 4
light Vale,” the scout explained. “To mate, either with
himself or some giant.” _ _
Brianna rose, her expression growing hard. “Are you
saving that my own father would have me raped by an

ogre?” ! : :
Tavis fixed his eyes on the ground. “Or something

worse.”

“You must think me a terrible fool,” she snarled. “How
can you think I'd take the word of a thief over that of a
king?”

“Runolf was no thief,” Tavis insisted. “He was a loyal
scout.”

“Runolf was a traitor, but he wasn't the one I called
thief.” The princess snatched Earl Dobbin off the
ground and threw him over her shoulder. “We're head-
ing west, toward Noote's lands. You have my permission
to go find your friend, but don't bother to rejoin us if you
intend to keep disparaging my father.”

Frustrated, Tavis let his chin drop. “I'll make you a
bargain,” he said. “You continue west until I find Basil.
Once the ogres pick up your trail and think you're head-
ing toward the hill giants, they may grow careless and
Ie‘f‘“? a path open to the south. Then, after Basil and I
:’fé‘(;]m y‘ou' I'll say nothing more about your father and

il turn down the valley.”
l'i.‘n?::i?] :-.I‘-[“,]t‘ wn_\«: is not _L:lear?" Brianna a_sked. I:Icr fE_lL“t'
i h;f;‘f:}jflnr.’l tense, but the princess'’s voice
. ﬂbélﬁ(i(p;] : t ief that Tavis showed no real inclination

1em.

We'll have no choice except to risk the hill giants,” the
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scout allowed. “And you'll stand a much better cha
reaching Noote's lodge with me as your guide.”

To Tavis’s surprise, it was Morten who spoke up
accept the agreement. “That sounds fair enough, exee
for leaving us alone,” he said. “If the ogres pick up our.
trail, your place is with the princess.”

Tavis raised his brow. “Can’t you look after her?®

“Of course, but that doesn’t relieve you of your duties™
Morten insisted. 3

Tavis studied the bodyguard’s bearded face and
surprised by what he saw there. Instead of peering dg
his nose with his customary sneet, Morten met ]
scout's gaze evenly, his expression one of hope and nes
rather than disdain. !

“You're afraid!” Tavis burst out,

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Morten replied. “Death mes
nothing to me.”

“But failure does,” the scout surmised. “You'vel
the princess once, and you're afraid it'll happen again’®

Morten's cheeks reddened, and he inclined his he
in acknowledgement. “I can only kill our foes,” he
“You can avoid them.” 3

Tavis silently cursed the bodyguard’s deficiency, buls
said, “I'll stay.” J

The princess furrowed her brow. “What about yots
friend?”

“Basil can look out for himself.” Morten said. He:
spoke too quickly, frightened Tavis would changé hiss
mind. “The life of a verbeeg thief is of no importance= s

“[t is to me,” Tavis said, his voice bitter at Mortenss
callous attitude. “But don’t worry, I know where myd
lies.”

In accordance with the plan, Tavis led the way ¥
Though he probably could have persuaded Briannal
turn south right away, traveling toward the giant lands
would misdirect the ogres. It would also put some diStaRES
between the scout’s company and their pursuers. JUSEES

nee gf
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ant. this was the di;'t’l.‘litllll in whiuh' [?)’(lﬁﬂ? fvn?‘_ most
; As Morten had pointed out, Tavis’s primary
otecting Brianna, but he also had a sec-
ion to the runecaster. If he hn[mv(u.'d to run
erass the verbeeg's [|';.u| “fh?lli m-i'l]d‘i]]"u-l-lﬁ pr lm ess, he
might be able to meet hnt]l I l‘hl“"“?j' nhtes a “1‘“- o

The forest floor remained flat and open, hdf¢>_!(al_tllt:‘
scattered heaths and waxy carpets of kinnikinnick,
Every now and then, when a thicket looked too dense or
they came across a crag of rock‘JuLtmg up from t_h(—\
ground, the scout would stop an_d listen, siowh«: creeping
up on the suspicious terraif Lm_txl he was certain none of
Goboka's warriors had circled in front of them.

Tavis did not even try to hide their trail. Had he been
alone, he could easily have passed through the forest with-
out leaving any spoor the ogres could follow, but his com-
panions were hardiy capable of traveling over even open
ground without leaving traces of their passage. As inexpe-
rienced trackers, they probably couldn’t name even half
the many marks a creature left as it moved across the
ground, much less avoid leaving those signs themselves.

Eventually, the ground developed a slight upward
slope, and the looming white wall of a snowy ridge
began to peek over the treetops. The breeze grew damp
and fresh, the heavy scent of pine displaced by the chill
touch of faraway ice fields. Soon, the distant roar of
rushing waters rose among the lodgepoles, and the
SCout knew they were nearing one of the cold rivers
spilling down from the Gray Wolf Mountains.

Favis brought his small procession to a halt. “We’il
tse the river ahead to make our break south,” he said.

h{{ S time to convince the ogres that we're heading for
1l giant country,”

:1'!0“{?“ Morten asked.
lhag ?11:4 I‘Evcztl:r}’ .»?k\-'ne:-r.” Tavis said. “He’s light enough
i on 1.111.(1%._9 a difference in the depth of your
% the ogres will think he’s suddenly taking care to

import
likely to flee.
duty Jay in pr
ondary obligat
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leave no spoor.”

“What about the rest of us?” Brianna asked. “Mq:
can't carry us all.”

“You and Morten try to avoid leaving tracks, Stick tg
solid ground and walk on rocks when you can. Stay .
from thickets and dust,” Tavis said. “There will still be
plenty of signs, but it'll look like you're trying not g8
leave any, and that’s what’s important. My own trail y
all but disappear, and we'll take a crooked path, layi
false trail heading northwest. The ogre trackers w
think we're trying to lose them.”

comes?” Avner asked, climbing onto Morten'’s back.

“We'll lay another false trail on the other side of
river, then float away,” Tavis explained. “There won't
any signs for the ogres to follow.”

“Good plan,” grunted Morten.

“Of course,” said Avner. “Tavis will get us back'tos
Hartsvale, He knows everything.”

“Not everything,” Tavis corrected. He didn't know®

that, nothing else mattered. “I know the mountains; bul
that’s not everything.” .

With that, Tavis turned and resumed the journey. Mo
ing more slowly now, the scout led the group on an ere
course that took them more or less northwest. Wheae
the mood struck him, he would make a sharp turn, SORI&
times heading east, sometimes west, and occasionaily
even back the way they had come. Always, he keptas
sharp eye out for any disturbance caused by the large s
foof of a verbeeg, and he listened carefully for the souII@_
of someone clumsy moving through the forest.

Tavis did not confine his steps to hard ground OF =

rocks as he had advised Brianna and Morten o do.. g
did he take a pine bough and brush away his tracks o
foolish humans sometimes did, for such nonsense OHSS

made it easier to follow quarry, The sweeping 351‘0'?"
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1 footprints away well enough, but it also

ined the actue ] S 4 3
‘l'w}:(”i". ground S0 disturbed that the trail became as
e .

. » as a deer path.
";I‘?’ 0 mllll}::: moved \Ivifh careful, light steps, keeping

Rather, g ;.1(.,t_;r||l.g covering the forest floor, placing his
‘.‘: _T(h:i ],J:J:: as slowly and gently as he could. With each
1:1:1\ l[w listened intently to the sound of his supple boot
<oles settling on the ground. Every now and then the
soft crack of a snapping twig or 11‘.11:‘ muffled crackle of
crumbling pine needles came to his ears. Whenever he
heard such a sound, he stopped to retrieve the object
that had made the noise, slipping it into his cloak pocket.
Then he would look over his back trail to see if he had
left any other obvious signs of passage. Occasionally, he
would spy a smail dip where his foot had rested too long
in one place, but these depressions did not worry him.
The pine needle carpet was spongy enough to return to
its normal state long before their pursuers came.,

Soon the scout’s wandering path came to a steep bank
that descended to the river's refuse-littered flood plain.
Solitary boulders, carried ashore by winter ice, lay inter-
spersed among jumbles of old weathered logs strewn
over the small flat. Here the forest’s regal lodgepoles
gave way to trees more suited to the boggy ground,
shabby black spruces carrying as many tangles of dead
gray branches as they did live green boughs.

_ The river itself was close to a hundred paces wide, rac-
wgtii;::da bmildl. cataract-strewn channel lined with drift-
£ round, moss-blackened stones. Where the
S were not a churning mass of froth and foam, they
I‘_‘fgtf'?ﬁftl \(::Ii:] dmd CO],d' nmving with a strong, steady cur-
B i tho ’L\-(?'I‘I"}x I.ivnig‘rr_(_n]p swiftly down the valley
© e _‘i;:” \r&ll; succ e{:»slul, away from the ogres.

g |(IQ'.[\.ilc l:h':ln 1f.n,dlfd Brmnn.zl tllrectl_y d_own the
ing boles, 1;.‘{1-“} th-r- !x n _‘.1 _T(I)lll_t.{i(:‘(l n_vlwml']-: pl CTiSSCTOSS-
I Waiis doscende tho i - er wiping his soles
s des ded the siope by climbing down the
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barren trunk of a fallen lodgepole and, upon reachi 4
place where the dead bark still clung to the bolg he

jumped to a nearby boulder. That was where, in the w&-.

ground at the rock’s base, the scout saw the track.
It was a hoofprint. The horse’s leg had sunk closefg's

foot in the black mud, leaving a round, postlike hole hags

filled with water. A long line of similar craters led to
river's edge. By the slow rate at which they were filling

with seep water, Tavis estimated the tracks were betweans
thirty minutes and an hour old. Given the harsh terraingg

the surrounding mountains and the proximity of a clank
hill giants—who prized horse meat as a delicacy only
little less desirable than halfling flesh—the scout did na
think it likely a wild horse had left the print.
Tavis scampered across a network of stones ani
toppled tree trunks to the rocks on the river's Shore
Here, the prints no longer sank deep into the grous
but on the stones he saw several rusty red strea
where an iron horseshoe had scraped over the surface:s
Brianna and the others peered over his shouldé
“What are you looking at?” asked the princess.
“Your mare’s trail.” Tavis pointed to the signs hé
discovered. “She seems to be moving upstream.”
“Blizzard?” Brianna gasped. “Here?” A
“She’s the one who led us to Morten in the first place)
Tavis said. “And she's been following us since. We &

her on the Needle Peak glacier shortly before we

cued you, and here she is again.”
Brianna's face lit up. “Can we catch he
Tavis hesitated before answering. Recovering the ho
might help him win Brianna's favor, but it would a
increase the ogres’ chances of tracking them downsires
“Finding Blizzard right now wouldn’t be wis€=
said. “As intelligent as she is, I don't think we could
vince her to float down the river with us. And 'if 5
starts following us along the share, the ogres Wiss
her in an instant. That would ruin our whole plan.®

r?n
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“We can change plans,” Brianna suggested.

“No," Morten H:ti{l-_'l‘lu"_ bodyguard rusl,;} wary _q}am_'u
at the raging river. _“’l his is the h";“fI plan. The ogres will
never expect us to float down that. Sy K2,

“I'm sure there are other ways, Brianna insisted.
vBlizzard's a very special mare.” :

“Not that special,” Morten objected. I won't put you
in greater danger for the sake ofa horse.”

“You're not putting me anywhere,” Brianna snapped.
“This is my own choice.”

“That may be, but what of the danger to Avner and
garl Dobbin?” Tavis asked. Although he was thinking
more of the princess’s welfare, he knew Brianna would
find this objection difficult to overcome. “Are you also
willing to risk their lives on behalf of your mare?”

Brianna fixed a cold glare on the scout and did not
answer. Her icy expression suggested she understood
Tavis's strategy, but the knowledge did nothing to lessen
the validity of his point. She searched her mind for a
suitable alternative, finally lowering her gaze when it
became obvious there wasn’t one. Without speaking,
she turned away from Blizzard’s trail.

Tavis wanted to offer her some reassurance about the
horse:s welfare, but to do so would have been to lie.
Even 1_[ liu_-rv had not been hundreds of murderous
ogres in 1[1|§ valley and a clan of horse-eating giants in
'the next, Blizzard had to be close to siill‘Valinn-b_\' now,
d“d‘lflgo‘;::t(?:’llﬁ“ff:j‘ﬁ?tji were nlnt good grazing grounds.

=} over to = ¥ +- o~ . 4
foat sections off th !':f-lrt;)rge?t% :tmlg[l: }dll(l(;w I1§ s P!S{E l:
makEShi“ staffs to Bi'ianna-]ﬂ;‘] |\1 ]at} ek -_.OHE’. Shie
8ird for hirm el and Morten, keeping the

“We'll wq stre : .

B et we find « safe place 0
Sater will oo < ese ace yourselves, or the

ey €€p your feet from beneath you.”
looked ;t:\il);"(}ntl}:?}ld}ho thick end of his staff, then
; roken treetop from which it had
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come. “Won’t the ogres find the fresh breaks and
we've gone into the river?”

“That’s right,” Tavis said. “When they see we've maft
staffs, they’ll know we're wading upstream—they migs
even think we're following Blizzard.” ;

The scout walked into the river until it was abgy
knee-deep. Although the snow-fed waters were cont
they were not as bone-chilling as the streams of the Nea
dle Peak glacier. He was not a good judge of how well
humans tolerated cold, but he hoped that they would
able to endure the frigid currents for a short time,

Nevertheless, he took the precaution of turning |
Brianna. “You and the other humans will grow cold afte

The princess nodded. “I was just thinking that.”
Brianna took off her amulet and uftered an incai
tion. The silver spear began to glow. Once it had turned

fiery red, she touched the talisman first to her own for
head, then to Earl Dobbin and Avner's, raising a
shaped welt on each brow. :
Ignoring the boy’s yelp of pain, the scout starteds
upstream. He moved quickly and carefully, using hiss
staff to brace himself each time he moved a foot over
round, slick rocks of the riverbed. Occasionally, one
the stones shifted or turned over, but he did not bo
to stop and return it to its original place. The ogs
might notice a void or change in color that told themis
had been moved, but such signs would be few and fas
between. The swift current would destroy most of th
other marks of their passage, so the scout doubted Higs
his foes would realize he was deliberately leaving a trail
for them. v
After about two hundred paces, they reached a pool of |
slow-moving water. Tavis told his companions to CEOS=
the river, then continue another hundred pacess
upstream. There, Avner and Earl Dobbin were 0 reficts
in the water while Brianna and Morten traveled info:the€
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fully trying to leave no signs of l}ltfii"l}ilﬁﬂﬂgt"
ten minutes, the princess was (o return to
After abuu? ke backward. Morten would continue on
ghe yiver Wo_ il :uu-«; then do the same thing.
for another five minutes,
“Just be gareful not 10 390 < shing his instructions
back up,” Tavis said, fl_nl:« 1ing his ins S.
-'(I}‘ﬁat“s the only thing that Wl.” let ihtj ogres knmjvlw‘l.u;t
e doing. Otherwise, as long as you avoid so t
s ltd( you won't leave enough prints to make them
fggﬁl;; \:61: 've passed over t,l'w same place twice.”

wWhat will you be doing? asked Morten.

“Get something to hold as we go dov_vn the river, tlle
scout said. “The current’s too fast to swim on our own.

“Then perhaps I shoulc wake Earl Dobbin while I'm
waiting for Morten,” Brianna s_uggf-sted, eyeing the
churning waters in the center ol the channel. “It could
be difficult to hang on to him.” : 5 bR

Tavis nodded. “Do what you can to keep him quiet.

Morten did not move to cross the river. “All this will
take time,” he complained. “The ogres will catch us.”

The scout shook his head. “Not likely. That's why we
laid a crazy trail. It'll take the trackers a few minutes to find
our path each time it changes direction—especially if they
have a lot of their own warriors trampling the signs.”

This seemed to satisfy the bodyguard, so Brianna
passed Earl Dobbin’s unconscious form te him and
began to swim. Avner followed in her wake. Morten
simply waded across the dark pool, holding the lord
mayor above his head and tipping his chin back to keep
his mouth above the surface of the cold water.

Once the princess and the others had reached the
Other_ shore safely, Tavis started to wade again. Because
the FIVEr was not as violent here as below the pool, he
$§:|l:1d-t-qff), deeper water, where the dark currents
S d l;;‘ ;‘,‘-\m 1':"‘_ ogres from seeing anything he hap-
half wad; disturb on the riverbed. Half swimming and

ading, he continued upstream long after Brianna

forest, car¢

y step on your own tracks when
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and Morten had stopped to lay their false trails. Oon
sionally, he approached the shore close enough to o
for verbeeg tracks, but saw none.

When he had finally gone far enough to be certai
ogres would no longer be coming up this side o
river, the scout went ashore. He found two of the larees
logs he could move and pulied them to the river’s eds
After tying the boles together with two short lengthe &
rope, he slipped his wading staff under the bind
guided the makeshift raft into the dark waters. B

The swift currents carried him downriver in a fract]
of the time it had taken to wade up it. He soon saw
companions waiting just above the slow-moving popi
where they had crossed the river. Brianna had als
revived Earl Dobbin, who looked pale and frighte;
The earl stood on one foot, bracing himself on Brian
arm, as though his leg hurt too badly to support
weight. His stance might have seemed reasonablesh
Tavis not been able to see, even from the middle off
river, that the princess had already called upon her go¢
dess's magic to close the arrow hole.

The scout waved, and they came out to meet hifs
Avner and the princess swimming. Morten waded, ¢
rying the lord mayor on his back and using both
staff and Brianna’s to steady himself in the deep wate
As the four reached the logs, Tavis directed the hun
to the back end of the raft. Taking one of the wacii
poles from Morten, he positioned himself and the bo
guard near the front, and then they were floating oul
the pool. The current swept the raft down a swift-llg
tongue of black water, launching it toward a churag
wall of foam.

“Hold fast!” '

The two firholgs each locked an arm under the e
binding and barely got their legs pointed downst
before crashing through the froth. The raft bucked
hard Tavis thought it would jerk his arm from the S6
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to side and threatening to fling its passen-
‘hurning waters, the rall shot into a boiling,
filled with boulders as large as '.-'\I(.)’Ilt-‘
aters of bubbling water, and eddies
like tornadoes. The descent became a L'I'El?t‘(t,
. » struggle to keep the logs ;mlnl_e-ti downriver.
& used the staffs to fend off jagged rocks

pitching h‘ti“"
ars into e ¢
g ing cataract

nar e
roa ﬁ]nlll]("f‘;f“ cr

giants, he
spinning !
fung-burai ‘
Tavis and Morten us
that popp{‘d up to sna

e .'(\ j s e e
tl)hft')’:\{lht. current spun them around, reducing the scout
elore -

and his companions to S0 much flotsam tumbling down
‘Lhe channel with all the other dehr;s, ; i

The journey only grew worse as more water poured in
from side streams. _'ﬂw canyon grew (i(_\'e.per. the E}lﬂnl‘lt‘]
steeper, and the raft bvgan to roll, dous_‘;mg them Tf)r 1_ong
minutes in the angry river only to whip them back into
the air so they could draw breath and endure the icy
beating a little longer. ;

How long the torture continued, Tavis could not say.
But he started to hear a certain sonorous undertone in
the roaring waters, and the logs rolled with less fre-
guency. Soon, the cataracts grew gentle enough that the
raft stopped spinning and began to drift backward down
the river. The current slowed, and the river broadened.
The scout kicked against a passing rock—he had long
since lost his staff—and slowly spun them around.

Ahead of them lay a basin of swift, dark water. On the
other side of the pool, the river disappeared, as did its
banks and the forest rising above its flood plain. The
world just seemed to end, dropping away into nothing-
ness, with only blue sky and distant mountains beyond.

Tavis pulled his arm out of the rope that held the raft
together. “Swim!”

The command was useless, for even the scout could
not hear the word he had just screamed over the roar of
;)h:h‘_;‘;?(t;‘lrfz}!l_. Nt‘\’erthﬁlf_’:’-‘?‘:}, he found himself trailing

' 11S four companions as they splashed and

p like bear teeth at the flimsy raft.

ked madly in a vain. useless effort at control
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kicked, in seeming silence, away from the raft.

Though the river’s bank was not distant, Tavis thous

they would never reach it. The closer they came g
rocky shore, the faster it seemed to slip past. The &
swam with all his might, trying to angle upstream a
from the deafening plunge, yet he felt himself des
inexorably backward. He caught up to the others)
that small accomplishment brought him no relief

corner of his eye he could see nothing but blue sky ..

Then Morten stopped swimming, Though he wass
merged up to his chest in dark waters, he stood ik
granite pillar against the current. He reached o
clasped Brianna's hand. She stopped drifting and ¢
Avner, and then Earl Dobbin was clutching madiy ag
boy's legs, his mouth gaping open in a scream th
one could hear above the din of falling water.

Tavis reached for the lord mayor’s ankles, He felt
water slipping between his fingers. The scout gla
over his shoulder and saw the dark edge of nothings
creeping toward his feet. He cupped his hand
pulled with all his might, at the same time kickings

both legs. He surged forward, felt the water dragi

back, and plunged his feet toward the river bottoms
The scout felt soft mud sucking at his boots;

found himself struggling to keep his balance in

deep water. Pulling against the current with his armsy

walked toward shore, carefully anchoring each
before he moved the next. The water grew shallows

soon he found himself standing on shore, a half

paces from where his companions lay gasping O

boggy ground.

Tavis started to collapse, but stopped when hes
Avner yelling at him and pointing at his back. Thes
slowly turned and saw, less than a pace away, the &
edge of a cliff. Far below, the silvery ribbon of the
fall emptied into a pool strewn with craggy boulder

had tumbled off the top of the precipice in HMES PSS

182

THe OGre's PacT

here, leaping from one jagged stone to
frantic attempt to cross the river, was Basil.
is arm to wave, then Taw a !.;_!lack shaft

~aaline out of the trees on shore. The arrow
come “;r;,;lhl:}:‘P{l.‘l:-rbu-g's shoulder and disappeared
?k‘p?ﬁ; r]“‘,t,r then a lone ogre stepped out of the forest.
]1[}1:2 scout pulled Bear Driller off his back and reached
for an arrow—only to discover that his quiver had been
ripped from his back in the raging river.

With his useless bow in hand, Tavis watched the ogre
below nock another arrow. Basil dived into the water and
saved himself as the shaft shot past, but the refuge was
only temporary. His attacker was already pulling another
arrow from his guiver and leaping onto the rocks.

Realizing the runecaster could not stay underwater
forever, Tavis stepped over to Avner. He tried to ask for
the boy's sling, but when he could not make himself
hieard over the waterfall, simply pulled it from inside the
youth's cloak. Grabbing a stone off the ground, he
returned to the edge of the cliff.

The ogre was standing on a boulder in the middle of
the river, peering down into the water. Tavis placed his
stone in the sling and whirled the strap over his head,
then hurled the missile at the brute below.

T.he rock splashed into the water a dozen paces
behind its target. The ogre loosed his shaft, then Basil
:?:T;fvu& fu‘: f“|r'.§y Ithw time his foe could nm_tk another
o wélwt? erbeeg had disappeared once again beneath
’WE::]‘? Egﬁg‘:t‘d 3]‘1(}{‘}](_'1‘.1‘{_“_‘& off the ground. then felt
oling :;11(1‘ pmcu_:q{i,fnlg fit _}I]'l’s w«{::li:_c‘w:‘ T'he boy took the
stepped over t:: md.. }?_I;_hi\ﬂeG Im_‘k into the pocket. He
above hiq ol : LI lif edge, brt;g;m whirling the strap

OWstring })}l.t“]‘ i‘;ijl{‘ ‘vv .;m'fl. V\-hgn_ the ogre d rew his
sile forward .'l\lnl :1“ 0 e young thief whipped his mis-
Brite s . S one streaked down and struck the

iuarely in the back of the head. The warrior

And down t
another In a
Tavis raised h
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pitched face first into the water,

Basil came up for air again, cocking his head in g
ment as the dead ogre drifted past. The verbeeg to
his hand to the back of the corpse’s head, then se
to realize where his help had come from and Jgg
toward the top of the waterfall. Tavis waved, mofig
for the verbeeg to come up and join them.

Basil shook his head, then turned downstreamy .

began to swim. He looked over his shoulder and
one last time, then dived back under the water.

As Tavis stood puzzling over the verbeeg’s sudgdi

desertion, a volley of ogre arrows sailed out of the
below, arcing up toward him. He did not even hotly
step back, for the distance was too great, and he ki
they would all fall short.

Goboka's burly figure stepped from beneath a
hemlock’s heavy boughs, a crackling red javelinin
hands. The shaman glared at Tavis for a moment,
hurled the spear into the air, The scout leaped
barely ducking out of the way as the missile stres
past in a blur of red and orange.

The javelin struck a black spruce, splitting the bolé

two as it passed through. The shaft buried itself

the trunk of another tree, then hung there with crifise

sparks sputtering from its end.

Along with Brianna and the rest of his compant
Tavis threw himself to the ground. He landed ag
princess’s side. They lay on the ground for a mom
Then, with an explosion audible even over the difi of
waterfall, the tree erupted into a giant pillar of flames

Tavis felt Brianna's hand on his shoulder. “1 guess
don’t know everything,” she yelled, holding herm
close to his ear. “Now we try my plan!”

»11«
The Hanging Moor

After a grueling al[:c!ay ascent with the ogre Iim'c_if'
clambering close behind, Brianna ur:vste-d a E-Z-‘!'I'Iﬂ”' cliff
and saw a hill giant hulking in the distance. She knew
then her small company would soon be safe. ‘ :

It didn’t matter that the entire length of a hanging
moor and a deep alpine canyon separated her from the
giant. The meadow’s fundra would be easy to run upon,
and the gorge was narrow enough to yell across, so she
would simply sprint over to the chasm’s edge and
demand the hill giant’s help. Then he would escort the
princess's party into Gray Wolf lands, and even Goboka
would not dare violate Noote's dominion by following. At
least that was Brianna's hope, for she saw no other
means of escape.

The hanging meadow sat like a broken saucer upon
the mountain's flank. On its uphill side, a sheer wall of
granite soared into the sky, its distant crown lost in the
pearly vapors of a low-hanging cloud. The downhill side
was encircled by a craggy precipice, falling more than
thirty feet to a steep slope of talus stones and puny
bristlecone pines. This scarp descended several hun-
dred paces to timberline, where a wall of spearhead
;{’;:E;C"llziji)th rose to replace the ground-hugging
w;{}‘égﬂﬁi‘j‘léhmEl([;{mqflmn the n?ajt-stic spruce forest,
both dif(‘(:li;:fi-\ (‘”1'1'(.. Ihfcf warriors were spread out in
back into the \dll]“ :”"“gl 0 _I a!rl_\ hop;‘ of trying to descend
fly, their only In?y selow. [.u_h;s»_q the companions could

¥ hope of escape was to descend into the

Borge at the far end of the moor
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“Well?” called Tavis. “Does it lead anywhere?”

“Yes, to freedom!” Brianna turned around ang
the moor, reaching down 1o help her companiong
small cliff. “There’s one of Noote’s hill giants aheg

Tavis's lips tightened in irritation, but it was M
who spoke. “We’d better think this over,” he said.
giant’s liable to attack before you can explain wh
are—especially when he sees you with giant-kin ®

“That’s why I intend to approach him alone, whil =

and Tavis wait here,” Brianna said. “I know how
and giant-kin feel about each other.”

The animosity between the two groups was nat
enough to be called hatred, but it was as old 8
giants themselves. According to the ancient stone
songs, both true giants and giant-kin had sprung
the loins of the lusty mother-goddess Othea, b
had not been sired by the same father, The trueg
were descended from Othea’s husband, the great
Annam, while the giant-kin were scions of her 11
lover, a minor deity named Ulutiu, As with many
families, the sibling races were jealous and resen
each other, but they could also be helpful when i
mutually beneficial—and Brianna felt sure she )
make it worth Noote's trouble to tolerate a pair of ki

Unfortunately, her firbolg companions seemed
tant to test the hospitality of hill giants. Neither om
them was making a move to climb the cliff, or to
Earl Dobbin and Avner up.

“We don't have time to debate this,” Brianna said:
pointed down the mountain, to where the ogress

gathering themselves into packs of ten and twelvess

you know another way out of here, tell me.”

Tavis’s only reply was to point up the mountainsidesss

Brianna craned her neck back. She saw only @
wall of granite, scoured by gales of blowing SHOWSE
draped with thick curtains of ice.

“I can’t scale that!” burst Earl Dobbin. “Nat “"iﬁf:-
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, two good legs,” Ill_l- scout
lent climber. Ht" 1 '!nwm'
yointed at the coil of rope

injured leg:
"And pro
replied. “But

hably nol witl
Ayner's an exce
jor ¥ u T!lf' scout |
i« rope for you. SCo!
the you h carried over his shoulder asking hill giants
B derst ad heing nervous about asking hill grants
] “]“d‘ff“:“"m L‘Ei”"l' he serious!” Brianna continued to
Ly > S€
for help, bu

“ee Now that she had been looking a little
stare at the LIIIH{,}' see that the ice curtains were in fact
longer, she (_:Ull.lf se€ . r‘-rtc]\" to come crashing down at
hanging g]ac]?g:‘]ﬂ?‘i e { .: death up there, even if we
any momen'. i /Li nh out of arrow range.”
survived long em-_,\\gh to climb out sy e e

aMorten and I'll hold the ogres o @ s :
the fime they gei past us, you Il be out o !3!11:,1 -i' 18

“ eave you behind?” Avner }-..’-'1:*['}("(1. [_ won't do it! Y

“You won't have {o,” ‘:’;ri;umnl Rm(l.ﬁhl__- <.:n[1lmufif’ u
look at Tavis, “How can you 1_Inn_|< rl||_1’1’hm‘u that cliff's
safer than asking help of the hill giants?

“Because it is.” e i 3 !

Brianna found her gaze locked with Tavis’s, for he was
staring at her with the steady, confident expression that
he always used when he wanted her to trust him. It was
a look that made her ache to believe him, and \x-‘henﬂ_ft-l'
he used it she found her heart pounding with the desire
to forget what she had seen back in Stagwick.

“Tavis, if there’s some reason the hill giants give you a
special fright, tell me now,” Brianna said. “Otherwise, I
will seek their help.”

Tavis looked at his feet. “I can’t. I promised not to
bring it up again.”

"Thffﬂ don’t!” Brianna snapped, surmising he was
FElerring to her father. She shook her head in disgust
and gathered her feet to rise. “Give me a minute with the
gla..m.b“f“ﬁ" showing yourselves.”
ﬁai{‘l'\“a]if"?]" \l.‘a\:'is.l'.'ih! a sideways glance at .\ll_)l‘lt.;lh then

"h:‘[@" l'i**” Lconvince you, maybe Morten can.

& the bodyguard gasped,
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“All I ask is that you tell her what happened.
Earls Bridge.”

“If that's what you want and Brianna will listen* 3

“Make it quick,” the princess said.

Morten shrugged. “Tavis shot an arrow at-l
father,” he said. Then, in a helpful voice, he addad®
don’t think he meant to hit him, or surely the king
be dead.” :

“You did what?” Brianna gasped, staring at the
in astonishment. ;

Tavis did not return her gaze. “Tell her why,
he said. “And what the king did about it.”

Morten’'s eyes lit with understanding. “The
arguing about how to rescue you,” he explained:
wanted to lead a company after you right away, bul
father wanted to wait for more froops. Then Tav
he'd track you alone and the king forbade it, s0
an arrow past your father’s head and left anyway:™

“And then His Majesty sent us to bring thisss

to justice,” Earl Dobbin added. “As well he should

Brianna felt a cold lump forming in her stox
“We're wasting time.” She glanced down the mos
and saw that the first ogre packs were alreat
above timberline. “What's the point of all this?®

Tavis shook his head and looked away. “Can't
that for yoursel?” -

“I can,” said Avner. “The point is that yousr
didn't send anyone to rescue you. And the only
he sent the earls was to stop Tavis from freeing

The cold lump in Brianna's stomach beganto
until it seemed an icy ball of anger filled hef
abdomen. “Avner, you'll have to learn that KingsS €
things that don’t make sense to other peoplé;” she
forcing more patience into her voice than she felt. "
if my father did not share Tavis's opinion about&s
way to rescue me, that does not mean he betray

The princess turned her angry glare upon't e "
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[)(!hr‘.ih]!’ that the l\iH.‘»ﬂf‘-"“ ill:“l “.'I_“!Ihl
ked better—had it been given a chance. .“‘»}l.t_‘

have woI . opre packs scrambling up toward them.
pinted to th t:i”]-. that your plan has not been entirely

1t clear enoug : :
It's dt.?él <o | suggest you and Morten do something
guccessiui—= £ -

to hotd off ghc. ngrlr:s ur}til [ can arrange for our safe pas-

Ty s g palace.
qs%\reltt{l)l ‘:4];1;1&1]\]{1 ;J(;EIICCSS turned away. She had taken
parely three steps before a series of crashes echoed up
from the mountainside. Brianna looked over the edge of
the moor to see a half dozen bf‘}_uldf-rs' I?uux.lcmg duufn
the slope at the ogres. Even if tl_lc-\-' dl(_in t trust }}111
giants, Tavis and Morten were doing their best to give
her time to strike a bargain with this one.

Brianna started to run, looking back toward the gorge
at the far end of the moor. The hill giant had not moved.
He sat squatting on his heels, his armpits resting on his
knees and his gangling arms swinging in the long, list-
jess sweeps of a bored child. His eyes, as dim as they
were gray, stared blankly into the canyon below, while
his mouth hung open in a slack-jawed gape of tedium.
The untanned bearskin covering his shoulders did not
prevent him from shivering in the cold wind, and every
S0 Often Brianna heard a ghastly rattle that could only be
the chattering of his huge teeth. \
stc;p}:édp%i‘]llgegs.[SITCilL?Fl-Hw end of I_ht‘: moor and
v oy .i-rjig?_ifsgc' J_t'l}-\-t:t-.‘_l]r‘l_it‘{' f:.nd th'-I hill giant was
yelling into l‘he \:.‘ ¥ pac es \k.tdE;:l Hello!” she called,

o ind. “Over here!

Without raising

Plump lips. “Quiet!

ofp fact, it's quite

]".Ii:{ft‘_\."t‘ﬂ,lthf_i giant hlc'lci a finger to his
| ti1s order boomed across the gorge
"mn:lll::::z :‘;:n’i’t-r"[ll'nz_m the princess's call. "Hunti;i’.’g."g
Mtod furw;u‘{lj flilrlfi.t;:‘ uf':.lhla giant, Brianna carefully
and looked into the gorge. It was one of
L aVIRes many times deeper than it was
ﬁif”]l's_[ﬁ'\‘i,[j Et'i{]-l-b('-‘ r L{_r':miiv capping its talus-
A s ry stream meandered through
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the patchy forest of spearhead spruce carpeting
canyon floor. Aside from a few nuthatches ﬂim {'ﬂ_
between roosts, the princess did not see anythin _
looked even remotely like prey. g

A wolf's howl echoed somewhere down the rg .

gorge. It was answered by another, much closer. B .
studied the canyon floor more closely but saw ng s
the beasts that had caused the noises,

“What are you hunting?” Brianna asked, “‘J‘i’olvea?‘-'i
The giant scowled. “No, stupid,” he growleds
twisted his mouth into a gluttonous grin and licked &
lips with a fat gray tongue. “Horse.” '
The wolves howled again. Brianna's heart fell,
that it had to be her mare the beasts were chasings
heard the distant clatter of hooves on rock, The 8o

der off his pile and stood, raising the huge stone @
head, In the bottom of the gorge, a white-flecked &
came galloping out of a stand of spearhead spruce;
sued by the gray forms of nearly a dozen huge wi
The sentry gave a long, piercing whistle, and the
instantly fanned out, forcing the horse toward the'
where their master stood waiting,

“Blizzard, no!” Brianna yelled, her voice ecii
through the valley. “Come!”

The mare stopped and, with a joyful whinny,
up her ears. She looked half starved, with a Sn&
mane and dozens of open cuts on her flanks. The
began to circle, following the sound of her mistre
voice as it bounced off the canyon walls. The wWoIVe
rounded her immediately, but contented themse
with snapping and snarling and did not close it for
kill, Blizzard looked up and saw Brianna standifg
the cliff. With a determined neigh, the mare charg
wolf blocking her way. When she reared up to 18
with her hooves, the beast wisely dodged asiGEss
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¢ {0 eScape. : : :
b l“(snmrm'. the hill giant hurled his rock into

s pets scattered in all directions, just in
l_ht‘ gnr’.'ﬁ'. Siitili.n.[;:l:y sprayed with debris as the boulder
time £0 .‘I.‘d{ in l'l!f"illt midst. Blizzard cast a wide-eyed
-“‘l“‘lf'_““_ .+ her shoulder, then continued across the val-
.lgli:n";”;;;}::n]\'w rushed after her, regrouping as they ran.
e‘tagl'illg an angry glare at Briaana, I.l_lt_“{li.ll giant
grabbed a small boulder and raised it over }1_1:: ]li‘:-lfl.
Though the princess was not sure _\'\-'}:llf‘lhl;'l‘ he intended
to hurl it at her or her mare, she [.J(".:inlt"‘(.] up the canyon.

“Blizzard, go!” she yelled. “Run!”

“Quiet!” ,

Startled by the giant's roar, Blizzard turned and gai-
loped up the canyon. The angry hunter bt"”(_’\’f’(."d again,
seattering his wolves once more, and hurled his boulder
into the gorge. His aim and range were incredible, for
the stone sailed straight down and would have inter-
cepted the mare had she not dodged into a spruce stand
at the last second. The wolves sprinted into the trees
after her, their howls of frustration echoing through the
gorge,

“Stupid, stupid girl!”

'_lfhe hill giant grabbed another boulder, and this time,
Bnann_a knew, it was intended for her.

“Wait!" Brianna yelled. “I'll make it up to you. I can
EIVe vou something better.”
H The sentry Ch_ﬂ:ked his throw. “Better than horse?”
lﬂg}:{?;i;i? one side of his heavy brow. The expression
== re gruesome than inquisitive, “How?”
I'm your chief’s friend—”
hill ;if:?ff'hﬁrlfm_na c’nu.ld‘continvue her explanation, the
b Bt burst out laughing. “Why Noote want little girl

for friend?”
r[fr](nd,’ _hw demanded. “Too small for the rut!”
Srianna felt the

allowe :
Bellowing i

blood rising to her ¢ o i -
af L: 245 sing 1er cheeks. “I'm not
that kind of friend ” ' A

, she said. “I'm Princess Brianna of

Hartwick N
wick 2 :
ick. Noote and my father are comrades.” She
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didn’t think it wise to say friends. “I want yoy tg take |

to see your chief.” 8

Still holding the boulder over his head, the hill -I
scowled, “How that better than horse?” he deman,
“Maybe good for Noote—not for Rog.”

Knowing that the ogres would not allow hep m .

time to complete her negotiations, Brianna haza
glance down the mountainside. At the other end of
moor, the ogres were still scrambling up the slope,;
ing more progress than she would have liked againsg
torrent of boulders Morten and Tavis hurled down
them. Closer to the princess, the brutes had opted
different strategy. They were staying below timberl
slipping through the spruce shadows as they ran aby
of her route. This puzzled the princess for a mo
until she realized that they were trying to entes
gorge lower down, after which they would quickly m
to cut off the last escape route,

Brianna looked back to the giant. “If you bring'm
Noote, he'll be happy with you.” In spite of her g

concern, she forced herself to remain patient. She ¥

“13

not win Rog’s help by trying to pressure him:
reward you.”
This sent Rog into such a fit of hysterics th
dropped his boulder, almost crushing his own foots
“All right, then!” Brianna caiied. “I'll reward}
myself. How would you like five horses?”

Rog stopped laughing and picked up his clil

“Where?”

From the other end of the moor came the clatiéng

ogre arrows striking stone. Brianna glanced backt®
Earl Dobbin and Avner scrambling toward her acs
the tundra. ¢
“Those humans!” the giant protested. “Not horsesss
“I'll send the horses to you,” Brianna profis
“Okay?”
The hill giant’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You ¥

manded

THE OGRE'S PACT

t Rog eat one horse. \'Yh?'__g..{1‘.‘l‘.fn\lrl! I]I\tl’ b
]is gpecial to me, Brianna :w.i”N . itwould be
t one of your wolves.
into a disgusted sneer, and the
. : yad touched an emotional cord. “T'l
princess t”{; horses,” she offered. “But you have to say
%35[?3:1( now—and call your wolves off my horse.”
yes e
R‘gt;.tighr{‘ned his lips against his yellowing leeth and
gave a rising whistle that rang through I’h.e canyon. A
dozen indignant howls prc::}e%}ed tl_le cal!. []?e hill giant
repeated his summons, this time following 1.1 up v'wlh a
threatening bellow. The wo Ilvws velped, then Brianna
spotted their gray forms slinking back down the gorge.
Rog tossed his ciub into the canyon, rhen sat c?nwn
and braced his hands on the edge of the cliff. He
turned around and carefully lowered himself until he
was dangling by his fingers. Although the precipice
had to be thirty feet high, the hill giant was so tall, and
his arms so long, that his feet almost reached the bot-
tom. He dropped into the gorge and fell over backward,
tumbling down the talus slope head over heels. Halfway
down, he slammed into a spruce trunk, shaking a tor-
rént of brown needles down on his head, and came to
Stop. As though nothing unusual had happened, the
glant stood up and brushed himself off, then retrieved
E’; Clublan(‘ldcmswd the valley to climb up the slope on
dnna’s side of the gorge.
log;hf‘Eg?lf?):n T'I‘II'JI]F'(] ;u‘t.m.nd to check on her compan-
the E:S'[t‘a('l\' -r;:]:;:‘]t anlcrl j-’-’a.\;l_u:f were almost upon her. By
urteﬁ i 'l"w.i: _ff T'U_ ]mgFm.cl\'g, she Cnulﬂ tell I_har
B o .“r € 11131‘1115'(!\;1.7. lheTr‘poslx‘ still hurling
line, 2 steady Eitne'- 1‘% (‘J{.‘.al%u-‘-"'. }IL'ﬁIlWh‘i!t'. down at timber-
through the S of Goboka’s warriors were sneaking
i e forest toward the gorge.
}“,rg;.l|\;1;-'n,-l:1\"l“'_l as fhf: _\'t:‘ltqd |l1't- name, Brianna found
\aering why her first instinct had been to call

even le
“Blizzar(
like w:r[vhling me ea
Rog's lip cut led
: sw she 1
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the scout’s name instead of her bodyguard's, “ysu
Morten! Come now—or you'll be cut off!” m‘l’

The [Jrinf‘rss heard one more set of boulders ...-
down the hill, then the rumbling began to qujet >
dent that the firbolgs had heeded her warning, B j
faced the gorge again. She found Rog standing ap ¢
base of the cliff, his arms raised toward her.

“Jump,” he called. “Rog catch good. Better than
hill giants.”

Though the hill giant’s words hardly inspired fai§

3rianna had no time to indulge her reservations:
simply stepped off the cliff and hoped for the
certain that at least Rog intended to catch he
princess dropped through the air for a single qu
instant. The back of her shoulders slapped the edj
the giant’s leathery palm, but the rest of her
missed entirely. The momentum of her fall whipped
forward. Her head flashed past four massive finge
were slowly curling inward in a futile effort to grasp
before she tumbled away, and she found herself pil
face first toward the rocky talus slope below. g

The hill giant's second hand rose from his side
appeared beneath her. She slammed facedown inf
palm, coming to a stop with a loud and painful grun
moment later, Rog's thick fingers curled arou
body, almost crushing her ribs as they locked
his grip. « .

“See? Rog’s hands good.” The hill giant set her oni
ground near his feet.

“They got the job done,” Brianna allowed, still gas
from her impact. “But hold your hands like thisfog
friends.”

She cupped her palms together to show the hill
what she meant. He stooped over—way OVEI=S8
squinted at her hands with a single red-veined eye-it
giants suffered from farsightedness, but Rog’s CONGE
was worse than most. He hardly seemed able 0 8€
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, rocky slope. X B o
1‘“11‘;.;'( ;}im lIl‘li:-'\H with first hand?” the giant
14 : i
s his palms together. : |
3 dvised. “They’ll jump into your

her from !
“But wha
asked, cuppin

“Hold still,” Brianna a

alms.” = e subtful, but put his hands
; e 1l gmiln' (:[)::rl:ttitlla:i(d and raised I|Iil’ill toward the
Iﬂﬁf'ther.fls 5'“},;;5,“;\; not mine,” he said, shrugging.
b YIrJ)llI'I bin It;zi.[}t'{l from the cliff, Brianna heard a

As har%i t?p:n felt a cold nose nuzzling her neck. She
soft gr{:iw und and found herself staring up into the yel-
mrnec'l:rgr the leader of Rog’s wolf pack. When she had
e e}t;: beast from atop the cliff, she had not realized
;f;:r]huge it was. The thing was almost as large as Bliz-
zard, its thick fur matted so dcn&:ly that a dagger could
not have pierced it. The creature's mu;f.:f,h-'-’ was slender
and pointed, with slavering bla_a.‘k I1p§ and fangs as long
as daggers. Bounding up the hill behind the beast were
its eight fellows, all close to their leader’s size and just as
wicked-looking.

As the creature glared at her, the princess realized
that she had been mistaken about its species. The thing
was not a wolf, but its cousin, a dire wolf—twice as large,
nasty tempered, and not nearly as smart.

When the dire wolf began to snarl, Brianna quickly
lowered her eyes so it would know she wasn't challeng-
mg it, then raised her hand to Hiatea’s amulet. Me little
no f_hrear. she thought, using her goddess’s magic to
?)"01331 the message to the beast. Big wolf leader wolf.

on 't hurt.

Sﬂz:;ec“(}eiﬁliigt: .S'i“f"mcd to satisfy_ the wolf. It lllif‘.I‘C‘ly
rf“ﬂ*&le(lahalfi ‘fau: a (‘Ul.l_plt‘. of times, then quagkiy
Briaﬁna hr{:':t] iillt‘ Rf)g nuu_c:__‘d what was happening.
sage as [h;h.]ﬁ ‘T_‘_‘ sigh ”f relief, then repeated the mes-
ions beside lu;l-r giant lowered her two human compan-

0% was j A rateino . » =Lr al
8 Was just raising his arms again when Tavis's
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panicked voice drifted down. “Here we come!”

In the next instant, both Tavis and Morten g
ing over the top of the cliff, followed ins:l:zmtly by
of dark arrows. As the shafts sailed across the
rattling harmlessly off the far wall, Rog’s eves o
wide as bucklers. He tried to position his cupped
first under the scout, then under the bodyguard,
he gave up and threw a hand out toward each one
firbolgs hit the giant with a mighty crash, then a])
figures went tumbling down the slope amidst a
dust. The dire wolves bounded after them how
glee, trying in vain to catch up and join the fun,

Taking her lead from the beasts, Brianna grabh
human companions by the wrists and started do
slope. “The ogres can’t be far behind.” '

“They aren’t,” Earl Dobbin assured her. A

The three humans approached the bottom of the
just as the dire wolves caught up with Rog and the
firbolgs, who were still rolling across the rocks tos
the small stream. The beasts leaped into the frays
snapping jaws and wagging tails.

“Off, Anouk!” commanded Rog. “Back, Elke!™

If anything, the hill giant’s orders only madey
wolves more determined to continue the tussle
one of the beasts suddenly sprouted a dark shaff
flank. The creature yelped in pain and limped frof

jumble, collapsing less than ten steps away. The®
dire wolves scattered instantly, breaking for the fi
stand of woods. Brianna and the other two human
lowed their lead. :
“Firbolgs!” Rog yelled, finally getting a look
companions. The hill giant scrambled to his knees;

began squinting at the ground in search of hisS ¢lll§

“Hate firbolgs!”

“We don’t think much of giants, either!” Morten ¥
back. ;
The bodyguard pushed Rog over, then reached {0}
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belt. Tavis simply rolled away,

riant's immense bulk off his

ked into I.l'lt-:
ve the hill g

ba{llt”ax" tuc
content to ha
"O(IIEII ten! Rog!” Brianna yelled.

sMorten: 8Os o _
ave real problems: : : s
Pahave . !..-: pointed up the slope, to where a p u:«_{ !

{ 4 : poss - 21 4* et ¥S.

[he prince viors were drawing their bowsti ||1\}‘_\~_\ (;_Ll
4 ea's war : e i i e
Gobokn'™ -I( J1gs hurled themselves in three dif h‘ re n‘
and the firo° = instant, a chorus of strums

i actions. In the same ENOFBE DR B
dnmlimlnt:‘"mn the ogre bows; then a flurry of arrows
soundec

clattered to the gre

stli ment before. ‘ '
wrealhul-]-gflg;:’Veued As he rose, the scout grabbed a
*Go! avis ) =

1 arrows from the ground. “Take cover!”

handfl}l - l‘cl‘étrll\e::::: ?Q:ig needed to be told twice. Mor-

Nﬂm-iherl;led away on his hands and knees, then found
o b(‘l?g;‘] by -:iip;)i—'ng' over the bank of the small stream.
i[){?t’elta:.uu‘lie-‘d himself toward the 11e-:_1ru_.wl stand of
spr%lce. crashing into the trees at Brianna's :‘Qll(.ii-": i :

“Ogres!” he gasped. His I;u‘vI}\'ux as pale as snow.
“Now Rog want a hundred horses!

“Ieave that till later.

yund where the trio had been
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Rog’s Gate

Crouched behind a boulder barely large eno
conceal him, Tavis nocked one of the black arrg
shaft was too short for Bear Driller’s draw. so ity

not have as much power as one of his own arrows, .

having lost his quiver to the river, it was the be
scout had. He could still generate enough force to
his enemy’s thick hide, and, thanks to the poise
nothing more was required.

Tavis poked his head up, heard the expected che
humming bowstrings, then ducked back down. AR
black shafts scraped over the top of the boulder and
tled to the rocky ground behind him. The scout jum
up and raised his pilfered arrow toward the gorge

where a pack of ogre warriors stood clustered thee
deep. He aimed at one of the brutes in the second ti
Al

and released his bowstring.

The shaft sailed toward the cliff top at an agonizin
slow pace. It seemed to float more than fly, allow
target and the two warriors in front of him plenty of
to see that it was coming for them. They tried to d
but the pack stood so tightly crammed they could i
move. The arrow nicked the shoulder of one of
ogres in the front, then sliced across the chest o
original target as he tried to twist away, and fifi

lodged in the arm of an astonished warrior in the thif

rank. None of the injured ogres fell, and the restof
pack were already pulling arrows from their quive
counterattack. '
Tavis dived over the dire wolf the ogres had inj
with their first volley, cursed silently as he rolled ac8
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ks, and came up running. _l[v heard hu\x_.'--
ed roc t,"-‘mp fastest of his enemies loosed their
c.‘::ml hurled himself over a fallen log into a
< He did not see where the shafts landed,

jagg
strings snap
arrows. The _
stand of trees.

e hit hin. ! e
but non¢ hl:wl‘i"i beneath the low-hanging boughs of a

T WI"‘LH spruce, then stood up behind its bole and
spearhead SF arrow. When he peered around the

. another ogre RS
?:)Lll(;(:odnke aim. he saw that the three warriors he had
1[ r £ < »

wounded earlier were in various stages of}'olxlupse, ““?

. ot the cliff’s edge, one holding himself off the
teetering at t - s .
ground with his hands :_md knees, lh_{; last lying uncon-
scious with the arrow still _lodgcd in his arm. _

The scout fired again, L:)l}'klllg, as he had before, a tar-
getin the secgnd 1';-m_k. T'he ;11';.'0\\-‘ gaﬁ‘l_wd iwg._ogres
hefore shattering against the mountainside. This time,
Tavis had plenty of time to watch his targets collapse, for
those who had not been wounded finally unr.]crs!‘m_:d the
strategy of his glancing shots and were :-%Ct'illllbliln,l{ to
open some space between themselves. The poison did not
drop the wounded ogres immediately, for they had
received only minute doses as the tip grazed them, Stiil,
the toxin was powerful. Their knees began to wobble,
then abruptly buckled, and both dropped in the same
instant—one knocking the teetering warrior over the cliff.

The five uninjured warriors kneeled at the edge of the
precipice, arrows nocked and ready. They seemed con-
tent to hold their fire as long as their quarry made no
move lo escape. The ogres had no reason to press the
attack; reinforcements would arrive soon enough.

Tavis fired another arrow. He waited long enough to
See his target drop flat and narrowly escape death, then
the scout ducked back behind his spruce frunk. Four
‘L’i‘f]‘\t;:]\dﬁ% E'IIII‘:'\WL‘I'(-"I(! his attack, two of them passing so
had [l(_':":‘vf)"“-‘]l'ifl 1]_1;‘ bark fl't'lli_l his cover. The arrows

. 0 pla ntu_n. themselves in the ground before
> Was sprinting from his stand of trees,
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“This way!” He leaped over the fallen wolf and dog
toward the stream where Morten had taken cg
motioning for Brianna and Avner to follow him,

The ogres’ bowstrings snapped, and the scoug
himself headlong into the water. After splashi
middle of the icy stream, he climbed to Morten's
and peered over the bank. Along with Avner and
Dobbin, Brianna was still hiding in a stand of trees
the hill giant.

Tavis nocked an arrow. “I'll cover vou!” he ye
“Hurry! We've got to get out of here!” '

Avner stepped from his hiding place to obey Tavis,

the ogres drew their bowstrings back to fire. Then the :

giant's long arm lashed out and snatched the boy up,

“Stupid firbolg!” the giant yelled, glaring at Tavie:
pointed up the canyon, toward the headwaters of the
brook. “Gate to Noote’s lands upstream!” '

Morten started to crawl in the direction the hillg
indicated.

Tavis caught his arm. “Listen to me,” he said.
can't trust Noote.”

“We have no other choice.” As he spoke, the be
guard was staring over Tavis’s shoulder. “Have you$
what's coming up the valley?”

Tavis twisted around to look. At first, he did
understand what concerned Morten. The valley 100kS
liked any high alpine canyon, with a silvery brook,
patches of tundra meadow, and thick stands of sSpruces

Then, on a talus slope about two hundred pagi
below, something changed. At first, Tavis could nots
exactly what. Nothing moved on the hillside, no stom
clattered, and the wind came from the wrong directs
to carry on its breath any whiff of hidden ogres. Butt

scout knew better than to doubt the gnawing I8

stomach or the hair prickling on his neck, He watcheas

At the edge of a spruce stand, a black rock suddél

vanished into the darkness beneath the tree limbs: F
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ot quite able to believe what he h.ad JABLA
blinked, nO 1 allowed a second stone, this one white,

The shadows sW fourth, and the scout realized the whole

a third and a ; el S e SRS
i lf'lhi‘:f w"m disappearing before his eyes. The entire
l;llus ie as

~ec was advancing up the gorge, creeping along
e c v { t it hardly seemed to be moving at all.
m«ShIWIY lhd’i I1 z ;n Tavis's stomach changed to queasy
.I"hi‘ g”sl.: ;i“:.d seen ogres creep for wur.d behind
d;smay—- f shrubbery before, but knew better than to
e “..,Z ]-t-\t.in.,r that. Ogres could not carry seventy-
t-hmk-ht? “.“i:ﬂbunr a:‘nuld hundreds of them coordinate
m?-t e Trt-ngént* well enough to move an entire stand so
;)1:_;3;2;1 and En;pc_—'j'{_‘(_‘{)iH).l_‘p', Only Goboka’s magic could
dol\tﬁhc'nj:.len was right. Tavis and his companions would
have to go with the hill_g‘i;ml now, and hope !Iwy could
part company later—before he took ‘ihv:n to fo(lll-_’__

The scout nocked an ogre arrow in Bear Driller, then
gathered five more—all h<-muJd_n-;-z_{‘lg_——;md __Q;w:' them
to Morten. “We’'ll have to run for it,” he said. “Hand
those to me as we go.” /

The bodyguard sneered at being relegated to the posi-
tion of assistant, but, lacking any missile weapons {1[__h|.~;
own, took the arrows. “Follow my lead. I'll take five
steps and turn left, then three steps and break right, and
do the same thing once more,” Morten said. “If we're
not dead by then, you're on your own.”

The two firbolgs scrambled up the bank. Tavis fired at
the top of the cliff. Goboka’s warriors stood their ground
and counterattacked, determined to keep the pair from
réaching the copse where Brianna and the hill giant
were hiding. The scout’s arrow pierced the throat of one
h“_”(‘- then the other ogres released their own bow-
Strings. Tavis and Morten made their break, narrowly
?V[)P‘:i“-ﬁf injury as ogre shafts clattered to the ground

Jeside them,

Avnier’s sling whistled from the spruce stand. A stone
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streaked up and glanced off an ogre’
Brianna voiced a spell. One of the
quiver changed into a snake and buried its fa
arm. Morten slapped another arrow. into Tavis's p
The scout fired again, the ogres shot back, Avnep'g
whistled, and the battle evolved into
shafts and stones. .

By the time the firbolgs made their last break. o
one ogre remained. He suddenly :
edge of the cliff, and Morten le
hands on his knees.

8 ShOU|der, 1

aned over to rest

“Runt, I've got to admit it,” the bodyguard pante

“You're a fine archer.” :

The scout paid the compliment no attention, and
only because the pounding of his heart in his ears
it difficult to hear. Ogres did not abandon their po
least not when their shaman was nearby. If the wg
had retreated, it was because there was no longer
need to hold his quarry at bay.

Tavis looked down the gorge and saw that Gohbo
magical copse was no longer gliding up the can
Rather, the stand was sweeping toward them with all
speed of a wildfire, the roots of the majestic trees s
ing over the rocky ground like tentacles. The spri
themselves were swaying madly, their boughs fluf
and snapping like battle flags, and their boles £groa
like bloodthirsty banshees.

“Run for the gate!” Tavis yelled.

Brianna and the other humans were already fleeing |
the gorge, but the hill giant was not moving. Insteady

remained at the edge of the copse, staring at his uncor

scious dire wolf.
“Greta!” he wailed. !
Tavis could not tell whether the giant was crying
in remorse or commanding his stricken wolf to rise.

scout thrust his bow inte Morten’s hands, then turne
back for the pet. He had no love for dire wolves—he com
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an cowardly bullies—but if
ittle more than COw g B s
d them! h!‘.h“'.; Dl would help lh!'l_l dimwitted
the L’r.l-‘]:_l{.,‘".h.-_ it was worth the risk. N
guide ik “;mi:li-:l the beast by its legs and coulc i““‘ll
v ']ll|ll"lf the thing was a male. !m";.jh‘tl chur
'.!‘I L 4 ‘I l-'_,(- "{'
help notic l-iTri:!." he muttered. “Greta e e b
ca"tld‘m" . I'i the wolf across his shoulders, t ll_ n tur ; -1
e hl-.“-f.:‘rl his companions. Greta was a Iit’_““’_\’ ]'Jil‘.
and ran l“\T‘; i1 considerably, but the l,}:_-\-.};-.d grin an l[u-]
a{!d 5‘1“\? l{ l'l*ﬁ no doubt in the scout's mind that he hac
giantsface ¢~ jelay by picking up the beast.
2 ided a lengthy delay b} I : A ik
. 1- Tavis velled. He did not dare stop to lo
B H r but knew that they had no time to
% down the valley, Dl it fast perhans
bac x ra’s magical copse was coming fast, perhaps
ste. Goboka s magica 9 “Tll bring Greta!”
by han any of them could run. “I'll bring Greta’
<ty e lucked the three humans off the
The hill giant plucke : e
'1 the‘l'l stepped into the stream and sp ashed up
groun](l e \It];uuqh the big oaf was rather ung';unl:s-‘ and
e o strides covered the ground quickly.
awkward, his long strides covered the g b 1y.
Even Morten could not quite keep pace, lh_uu;. 1 n' ‘.Ndh
serambling along the bank at his best sprint. It was Inln
: i recakaden o r Crreta’s extrs reto :
wonder that Tavis, }nn'r!vm-:]' by Gre lld‘ h.l }f“ ,{ We 1;; lin
quickly fell behind and lost sight of ]nln companions
the rough terrain of the Hll:{‘ill’l? c'l1:-1|)11c' : : '
That was fine with Tavis. The hill giant was ])tlllllll;.t
distance between Brianna ;mdl(}oboka. which t:t‘t-.'mlu .a
fair trade for bearing the wolf. But the scout coulc m_n‘
keep his end of the bargain for nuu:h longer. Already hl}:
lungs burned with exhaustion, his thighs ached wit
weariness, and his head pounded from the exertion. He
struggled on, determined to outrun the shaman’s copse
not for his own sake, but for that of the princess. Only he
understood the true danger to Brizu‘ma—l:h_at posed b_y
her treacherous father——and if he allowed himself to die
she would never be safe.
The rush of falling water began to hiss through the
cramped canyon. The scout looked up to see the slender

sidere
rc‘s(‘ll Ing

2035




Trov DENNING

ribbon of a waterfall spilling over the lip of hi

wall. Although the tiny cascade was a mere u-l?h i
pared to the rumbling monster that had n('arllk.le i
the party earlier, it rose more than a IlLIIldr:{-'d ¥ ol
and Tavis saw no way he could scale il
wi[ |“| a dire wolf on his back.

_Iln-' scout stopped at the base of the waterfal] his
quivering, his breath coming in burning gaqps. le 2
had stayed to help him, but dropping Grétzl: wz; .
ll}e question. Not only was he afraid of auge;-§ o
giant, he had said he would bring the heasrmg'-
promise was a promise. A terrible, rancid odor bém
thicken the mountain air, and, cringing at the thuum
what he would see, Tavis turned to look down the o

[t was worse than he expected. Less than ﬁflvgo'
down the stream loomed a wall of blue-green si]rpa'
madly rocking from side to side as they waddled uu
gorge on their gnarled roots. Many of the tréeS\I:r
I(—‘;!nlng forward, stretching their spiny boughs o
seize I'avis, while others were :-i}lf(';l(l—il‘lg out iu 14
I1|[1! and make sure he didn't escape. g

Tavis dropped the dire wolf and reached for e
sword, b
~ "No, stupid firbolg!" The hill giant's voice came bog
ing down from above, “Bring Greta.” . I 4

3

such a higl o

A coil of greasy rope splashed into the stream. Tavich

looked up to see the hill giant straddling the top of the
“falm'rall. Morten and the humans were nowhere n
sight. Snatching the wolf, the scout jumped into the
water. Holding Greta under one arm. he barely manag 'l:

to ‘_:‘-iip the line around his chest before the loop tights
ened and he was yanked off the ground, a steady sprag

of cold water crashing down on his head.

Several spruce trees lunged forward and scratches
their prickly boughs across his legs. Tavis kicked S0
madly that he almost dropped Greta, but his efforts dié
not keep a limb from twining itself around his ankle. THE

.
|
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nt ended with an abrupt jerk. His leg 1“‘1!1'!}’
it socket, and Uh. rope Imr(-.(‘luwn SO tlhlld
reath left his chestin a single I_IUU_“' agony.

i top of the water fall, the !1.'” giant let out a

From the ! 'd continued to pull. The loop around
de",p‘gr”“ft‘:;g],{-.--|u‘f| until he feared it would crush his
i Chkr . ‘{.'im-ﬁ in his leg felt as though they might
ribs, ntml_l':‘ {',”_Pl:'l began to slip out from beneath his
'mlmlrii'pglué his fingers into the wolf’s fur, knowing that
;}rll:;. dr;ppéd the beast, the giant would drop him.

Tavis looked down and could hardly believe whal_ he
<aw. The hill giant had pulled hl'I]l, with an entire spear-
head spruce dangling from the limb wrapped a_rouml h{;
ankle, more than h alfway up the waterfall. The tree’s
roots were waving in mad L:u'cl_es. as thuug_h the th]‘ng
were actually frightened, and it was reaching up with
several other limbs to secure a better grip on the scout.

Screaming in anger, Tavis drew his sword and hacked
at the branch around his ankle, His blade cleaved it in a
single blow, slicing through with a sick pop that sounded
more like he had cut bone and tendon than wood. The
tree dropped away, its limbs and roots flailing madly, and
splintered against the rocky streambed with a tremen-
dous crash.

Then, as the hill giant tugged Tavis to the top of the
waterfall, the spearhead’s color changed from needle-
green to flesh-gray. Its trunk flattened into the oblong
form of a chest, its roots twisted themselves into a pair
of legs, and its branches withered into two gangling
arms, one ending at the wrist. The tree began to shrink,
is fip coalescing into a brutish head with the jutting chin
and squinting, purple eyes of a dead ogre.

,T*“_'J-“ looked at his own leg and saw that the branch
i“l:‘lg“}lﬁ;“ i:;i‘_; ankle had become the brute’s severed
b;ing \);"}I‘i_rl{(*_ulmld kuﬁri_&._ it away, the scout felt himself
Dh:{('t'{lh‘n:ifl‘h over the cliff. He was gently l_uwe-re(l and

a granite bank beside the waterfall, then the

'g asct
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hill giant took Greta from him and stroked the
“Thank you, stupid firbolg.”
“You're welcome,” Tavis huffed. He pulled the ggg
hand off his ankle and flung it over the waterfal].
call me Tavis, not stupid firbolg.”

The giant smiled down at him, showing the stubs g

dozen brown teeth. “Rog.” The finger he used to jah
burly chest was the size of short sword. “Friendsa”
Tavis returned the grin, and not just out of politene
Hill giants were not known for repaying debts of hope
but if Rog felt grateful enough to offer his friendst
perhaps he would make a good ally. '

“Yes, friends.” Tavis did not raise his arm to sha

hands, for hill giants interpreted such gestures
attempt to steal something. “May our fellowship en
as long as the mountains.”

“Longer!” boomed the hill giant. _

“Then may it last as long as there is sky above s
ground below,” Tavis corrected.

Glancing over the waterfall into the gorge, the s
saw that Goboka’s magical copse was rapidly chang
back to its true form. All of the spruces had shrunk#
proper size for ogres. Each tree stood on two ¢roo
legs instead of a tangle of roots. Half of them were rush

gangling arms, while the rest seemed to be plucking
bows and arrows from the midst of their branches.

As Tavis watched, a huge crow stepped from behi
an ogre-tree near the back of the stand and glared up
him with an eye as black as an abyss. It cackled ang
then stretched its wings.

“Rog, we'd better run for your gate,” Tavis sait
have a feeling there’s more ogre blood than crow blé
running through that bird’s veins.”

Rog's eyes went blank. “Huh?”

The crow launched itself into the air. 'y

“That bird’s really an ogre shaman,” Tavis explaincts

206

WDIPS ur

Tur, OGRE'S PACT

| away from the cliff edge. '.'."\H.tl if WIL_* !Ltt|]1||1:
He steppet «1 (.'niu-n. qeither one "'.“T‘. will live long
catch us In 54 ciate our new friendship. _
t-':m'--lr-fh to apprt t " Rog said. “Gate here. :
*Tavis not WOl I\] . [.“;,Nl and saw the small pond from
The scout tu! 1_!_'. ‘“ I!l-]“\\i"ti. [0 all sides of the pool rose
which the “m-",[ 1: " their dark faces streaked with run-
sheer ?\'H“S @ m]};;m down from the shelves of blue ice
pelsof water 5 ledge. There was no gate anywhere,
hanging Upor © \ et l see. nor any other passage out
at least that ['avis could see, yC -
of the }'3;‘11 ‘.-dy‘lh}'ul to ask about the gate, and his com-
B o iy 1 the rest of Rog’s woll pack
sons, when he noticed the rest o Kogs wo's I
o - the base of a cliff. They were circling
Sw11~1'1;121'?i12§!?Icrcviw .1..1';:1.1 the scout had, at first, taken
?(?Eg z‘;l:erely a streak of dark stone, I;xlt which he now
realized was a fissure in the mountainside. . ',
With Greta tucked under one arm, the hl”_%{]:lf?}
stepped into the icy water ;m'f! wgult_:rl H_M:lr’(],l‘hl.' crevice,
After sheathing his sword, '] avis followed. 1 hl.' |)nllu‘n’1
disappeared from beneath his feet, but the swim was a
short one. and he quickly found himself trailing Rog's
wolves into the fissure. He paused inside the entrance to
look back across the pool and saw Goboka, in crow
form, rising above the waterfall. ' :
Tavis turned around and resumed his swim, tf‘sllqunH
the wolves into a narrow channel of dark water. The
cove continued about fifty paces before coming to a gen-
tly sloping bank of dry granite. The scout’s companions
sat upon this craggy shore, waiting for him. 3
Brianna held what passed for a torch among hl!l
giants, a burning sapling so large she had to support it
with both hands. By the brand’s light, Tavis could see
that they had entered a fault cave, a sort of crack in the
mountain between two unimaginably huge blocks of
rock. Unlike limestone caverns that wandered along the
Winding courses of ancient underground streams, fault
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caves ran in straight passages and sharp angles, ]
This one was no exception. Beyond his Companj
the scout saw a long, narrow corridor leading 10%,.:1
heart of the mountain. Rog had already finished his |
swim and was starting to crawl up the passage 0n-
hands and knees. The tunnel was large cuu'ught
even Morten could stand in it, but the massive hill ot
could barely squeeze through. His great rear-end
dragging against both walls at once, while his brg
back was perilously close to becoming lodged in th
confines of the crack’s narrowing ceiling. The gi
could not have turned around if his life depended on
Ahead of Tavis, the first wolf crawled out of the
and shook, spraying Brianna and the others with
water. A moment later, the scout’s feet touched botio;
and he began to wade forward, waiting his turn in/life
Morten slipped around the wolf and held Bear Drille
out to Tavis. A
“Here’s your bow, runt.” The bodyguard was not'ti
ding himself of an unwanted burden so muech
promptly returning another warrior’s weapon. “Glad'th
ogres didn't get you.”
“I wanted to wait for you,” said Avner, “but Rogs
wouldn't put me down.” 4
“Which is just as well,” added Earl Dobbin. He steg
deeper into the passage, trying to keep himsell (8
being sprayed as the wolves continued to crawl from thes
icy waters. “Our goal is to save Princess Brianna, nol
your wretched master.” 4
“She’s not safe yet,”
As Tavis uttered his warning, the crow sailed low@
his head and dropped down on the granite shore. Bé
the scout could utter another word, Rog’s wolves le2
for the bird, snapping and snarling, knocking Morten'
Tavis and sending both firbolgs sprawling in the pond:
The crow sprang into the air, but did not fly aWass
Instead, the bird darted to and fro, its talons slashifi§

]

208

THE OGRE'S PACI

.+e heak shredding ears. Cowards that they

. wolves retreated the instant they suffered

““!',T.‘}‘, noments, the entire pack had brushed

an injucy Wv”w::l; the other humans to flee down the pas-
pasl B!'H".“"f {ht‘il' wounds and yelping for their master.
:;HJI‘I'_-I l"i‘_k'"'_’:lm_ crow.” Morten observed, raising himsell

“That's s :

e » "hﬂ- Lf"}l‘d}:-\t:j: :lulld stand, Tavis lashed out with Bear

I.'ht‘,m?,l‘;ﬂ;“mr the bird’s neck between the tip and
Dr‘l“t,llftl(l]i; bow:‘ He quickly pulled the thing down, but
;}l:.ll?;:%]ﬁd free and dived past |1i1_3_j into tbt‘ water. Pl

“That's no bird. It's Goboka.” The scout plunged his
hands into the water, searching for the sul)ma:rgeﬂ Crow.
“Go on. Once you're out of m:: tunnel, tell ‘f’_{og to seal it
behind Y{)U——-Wf'](-'thf'r or not I've caught up.

Earl Dobbin took Brianna by the hand and started up
the corridor, but Avner drew his dagger and stepped
toward Tavis.

“Ill stay to help—"

Morten cut the boy’s offer short by spatching him up
and starting up the corridor. “Don’t stay long,” the body-
guard advised. “The giant said the gate isn't far ahead.
We don't need much of a head start.”

Tavis acknowledged the warning with a grunt, then
slipped Bear Driller over his shoulder and drew his sword.
He was tempted to wait for the bird to surface, but this was
no ordinary crow, and he had no idea how long it might
remain submerged. He began to blindly slash his blade
IJ_mu:gh the dark water, hoping that he would at least keep
Goboka too busy dodging to counterattack.

A chorus of mad, deep-throated growls suddenly
t‘ch{:gd down the corridor. Tavis whirled around and, by
ih? ti]stam light of Brianna’s torch, saw Rog’s wolves
S‘-plmmfg around to attack.

“No! thundered the giant’s voice, “Down!”
|(’21]1;|t]'; Li“‘!‘_“'i !‘1"'}"1}'_“9 paid no attention to their master and
T the irst person in line, Earl Dobbin. The lord
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mayor’s hideous screams filled the passage as he
peared beneath a mad flurry of fur. ;

“Bad wolves!” yelled Rog. “Stop!” _

Morten dropped Avner to the ground, then grab d
Brianna and pulled her behind him. Tavig scramly
from the pool. Earl Dobbin’s screams fell abruptly
In the dim light cast by Brianna’s torch, the SCO
the wolves tearing at the lord mayor's body, theis
ing jaws ripping it into a dozen separate pieces,

.
[

ut
sl

Morten grabbed Brianna and pushed her back toy .

Tavis, then spread himself across the tunnel, He
axe, and a pair of dull thumps reverberated down the " :
dor. Two wolves yelped in pain, then abruptly fell silent

“Stop!” Rog’s grief-stricken wail filled the passage

Morten’s foot lashed out, crushing another be
against the wall. i .

“Tavis friend!” yelled Rog. “Make stupid firbolg sto

“Sorry, Rog,” Tavis called, sprinting down the cortid

The scout did not have time to explain that the beag
were being controlled by the ogre shaman, for Mogs
was swinging his axe again. The bodyguard killes
another pair of wolves, but two more slipped past in
confusion. i

Before the wolves had a chance to attack Briannaor
Avner, the princess swung her huge torch like a
She dropped one beast dead in its tracks and caughtth
other on the backswing, setting its fur ablaze. So po
ful was her blow that it darkened her torch and sent
wolf tumbling down the passage.

The flaming brute landed directly in front of Taviseli
sprang up instantly, snarling and snapping. The scol
tried to bring his sword up, but the red-eyed mons!
stinking of scorched fur and the rancid breath of a cat
vore, was already on him. He threw his free arm up
keep the beast from ripping his throat out, then félt
momentum bowling him over. 1

Tavis let himself fall, dropping to his back and plantingi
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his attacker’s abdomen. His whfﬂt ;-u‘i_t}
; -a-u'i;.n:' pain as the fangs t-‘s;lllk‘dl't_’]) into 11.15
ed into h%( { ionored the agony and kxckt’t_i as hard
. llu"sihﬂ-w}vﬁu{ rolled over him and he Iullnwt'-(ri.

as he (‘ml!d' ! '1\1 “\.(;,:‘], The blade pivrn-d the creature’s
feading With i“.h‘ ot crackle. The wolf's fur, smothered
sterau’® Wllul:;cwlruui\-' quickly stopped burning, and the

1 g e

> 10'1”1 its - = s arkness.

E.:-(;utl found himself lying in fif” mes

- “Tavis?” came Avner s VoICE. | iet, save for Rog's
sassage had grown eerily quiet, save for Rog's

l'r[;h;lpd‘t\;n}mdq for someone to open the gate. The

distant de ;

scout looked
glowing on B
corridor was

=
“Is anyone hurt al :
“Aside from the lord mayor? countered Morten.

The sound of sloshing water echoed rhrnu.gh t.l“]; [);‘1]5-
sage. Tavis needed no light to know that a huge, burly
ogre was rising from the pool. %

“Tavis?” Avner repeated. “Is that you? .

“No, it's Goboka," Tavis whispered over his shoulder.
“Morten, take Brianna and Avner!” _

“Do you need a light to fight by?" asked Brianna.

“No, just go,” Tavis whispered. “And that means you,
Avner. I'll have enough to do without worrying about
where you are.”

“If that's what you want,” the boy responded. “But you
better make it out alive.”

“I'll do my best,” Tavis replied.

The scout waited until his companions’ footsteps
began to echo down the corridor, then rose and crept
lorward, moving as silently as possible to keep Goboka
from tracking him by sound. Because ogres were as
blind in the darkness as firbolgs, Tavis considered him-
Self at an advantage. He was an experienced blind-
Tlghler, while the shaman could not use his magic
without revealing his position. Tavis continued forward,

foot squarely in

flesh, b

{ behind him and saw only a few faint embers

rianna’s extinguished torch. Otherwise, the

as black as a grave.
asked Brianna.
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holding his sword before him, warm blogd drip
his mauled arm, ready to spring for ward the j
Goboka uttered the first syllable of an incanl.‘alinn. .
The shaman did not make that mistake. He re
as silent as Tavis, :
The scout did not worry. No matter how silent
remained, he could not hide completely. A sour,
odor filled the cave, and it was growing sironge;- =
moment. Tavis pressed himself against the caverp :
and raised his sword, waiting for the slightest sound g
would give the shaman’s position away, i
Something came hissing at Tavis’s head. The seq
swung his sword and leaned away, failing to avoig

four leathery knuckles that caught him in the cheek H

head snapped back, his blade clanged off the stony
and he fell reeling to the ground. 2

Tavis rolled. A foot crashed against the stonesy
he had been lying, and he swung his sword’s hilt up:
the darkness. The pommel smashed into someth
solid, and he felt the ogre’s knee buckling. Tavis
off the ground, bringing his legs beneath him and
ing down as Goboka's great mass fell.

The blade clanged against bare stone.

This time, Tavis sensed nothing before he wa
The shaman’s fist caught him square in the chest,
ing the wind from his lungs and hurling him
through the darkness. The scout landed on a li
lump of fur somewhere down the passage—he ¢
tell where—still gripping his sword in both hands. 8

The scout forced his aching body to rise. He sl8
backed away, sliding his feet along just above the
floor. His chest hurt, hurt like it had never hurt beli
There had been no snapping or cracking when his
blow landed. So why did it hurt so much?

The ogre smell seemed weaker now, Tavis hoped i
meant Goboka was far away, but he also knew it €0
mean he was getting weaker, He had fallen uncons
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qnht'l't'{l his senses hl‘gilllli[lg to

and he remen ik
before he passel n_ll i  he continued to back
hearing seemed fine. As he con
i hearing
But his

rridor, he heard Rog's thundering voice
% y the €O 7 gk 43
.il(:'_"*'l‘.‘.im', Gate! Open gate nov W
behind ¥ heel touched the warm body ol an ' :
o ;(':w-r the furry corpse and silently t‘nnlmue_-d_
g ‘n'ririur If he had entertained any hopes of
; e CU . ! : hops h
i ll{l‘t ‘boka today, they were gone. Now he was just
4l ( s 3 s, : & .
l\lll'mg Je-w’me alive, without losing Brianna.
trying 10 € _f[ es good.” The whisper was deep and gut-
i 4 ame from he floor right in front of Tavis,
tural, and it came from the flc g

T M. .
Eg)cfncgrlli'(:b '?li?; ih:mmn was following hiﬁ_ b}i"iﬂ‘f]_ _1'1::1.11,
Tavis stepped forward, slashing fll&,&_:(.‘-nglfy at I.‘ e \:‘.IILL.

His blade skipped off the stone with a loud clatter.

“ I?

T\}Tgo\ﬂf;;.d seemed to come from ht-_lli_n(i him, }Jul_ the
blow that snapped his head back rlcflmlvl_\_-' came from
the front. Tavis slammed to the ground on his back, then
threw his legs over his head and rolled. The momentum
carried him several more tumbles up the passage, then
he came to a rest on his stomach. A few paces ahead,
Goboka pounced, slashing at the stony ground where he
had expected to find his quarry.

The scout silently cursed himself for striking at the
voice, Brianna had warned him that Goboka was a mimic,
80 it was no surprise that the ogre could also throw his
voice. Many shamans used such tricks to impress their fol-
lowers when the spirits were not communicating.

Two could play that game. Tavis picked himself up
and dropped his sword on the ground, making certain it
clanged nice and loud. Then he drew his dagger and
took three quick steps back, stopping when he felt the
h?'t breath of one of his companions across the back of
his neck. Realizing that only Morten was tall enough to
breathe down on him, the scout reached back and

pefore,
fade just
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tapped the firbolg’s hip. Once the bodygua
where he was, Tavis felt sure he would help.
Goboka fell completely silent, but the
smell his rancid body coming closer.
Tavis saw his foe creeping forward, running his g
over the ground in search of the blood trail hopin
dropped sword meant his enemy had finally col
Could the shaman also sense how close he was f,
true quarry, Brianna? The scout hoped not. ;
“Open gate!” Rog’s booming voice filled the corg
Goboka's talons scraped sharply across the floor
clinked against Tavis’s sword. The ogre burst into a
chant. The scout smiled and flung himself forward,
at the darkness just beneath the shaman’s droning
A thunderous clap echoed through the corridogs
with a deafening clatter of chains, bright, gl

light rushed into the narrow passage. Suddenly T

could see his dagger blade slashing through th
and so could Goboka.

The shaman threw himself against the wall, na
dodging the gleaming steel. He brought Tavis's
up to counter. The blade bit deep, lodging itself b
two ribs and hurling the scout across the corridof
whole body burned with pain, and he felt himse
into a rocky wall. Still struggling to continue the
the scout rolled, bringing his dagger around in a
ate effort to deflect the final, killing stroke.

Morten’s burly form flashed past, axe raised hi
eyes burning with ire. The bodyguard’s blow m
but he followed it up with a series of furious a8
Goboka, off-balance and blinded by the light stréi
into his eyes, had no choice except to fall back.

Avner and Brianna were at Tavis's side instantiy@

princess already tending his wounds and the )‘_O“ﬂ'"
ing in vain to pull the wounded firbolg into the hgt.lt'-

scout did not think the boy would succeed, for inside B

mind the dark curtain was falling fast.
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Dale of the Gray Wolves

. . - - ing

: jate rose into place with a deep, l_umb?u_ili

The 1run£ & L‘:‘l‘lppfrd the enormous crpssbql IOII\IIH : :
boom, and -qulhﬁ Goboka on the other side of the gate.
supports, locking ased the hoisting chains

. : . - T 1{:\

o hill giant guards releasec L€ ADISLES =
be mnihiul%‘rash against the cliff, b_hakmg 11_11 m?‘bi‘i
a?d_let : 1:oﬂh-lrd Brianna feared the rickety thing wou
P atform ‘

T RS -hains slipped through a
: apart. The ends of the « _ sy
Lo‘mefd‘ti);lr: then hung beneath the huge shelf, dangling
palro SIOLS, - L

futie wl'[]‘tl"" 1e of the mountain, the faull cave (l{)L‘]:]..t'd
il ) -od wall of cold, sheer granite. Aside
high on a wind-scoured wall 0 co .} e
from a timber road that hung suspe |1_( (”l B T
face, the cliff was so smooth and « !l- (1_n. |.] ae
been cut by the axe of Stronmaus. [t stre tn' Ith( l_t i
dreds of feet in both directions, ilh_T'HP”I'\-' G ;\(1;;{;:,;\}_‘
craggy rib with nothing but empty air Iu--ynnlt : _.: 1t
far, far below—Ilay a wooded dale ._-11k.;|-k‘1(:’tl‘1>y prec ip u] :
similar to the one upon which the companions :«'mn’d, 1'1
the center of this valley the hill giants had hzu_'lwd“l
muddy clearing from the forest and erected El.ﬁnl“ﬂn’?-'ln]-
lage of rough-hewn lodges. Though the bu_;lt_hngn W t.'!t‘l
probably as large as castles, from so high up !hcy—
seemed as small as shepherds’ lean-tos, and the giants
wandering between them looked no larger lh_an sheep.
Brianna went a short distance down the timber road,
then laid Tavis beside the cliff. Though his swollen cheek
had almost closed one eve, the princess suspected that
other injuries were more pressing. Taking the dagger
from the scout’s good hand, she cut his cloak away. :
Tavis's body was strong and lean, with a powerful
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neck and shoulders. His chest was also largep
Brianna had expected, muscular and sharply de'
while his stomach was so flat and sinewy it looked I

stone giant had chiseled it from a granite slab, Jfyaeh

kind of torso that the privuu_-m‘.'s eyes might have
gered on for a very long time, had she not seen g
other things that concerned her deeply. v

Where his skin color had not been tainted by
effects of his wounds, the scout was as pale as alab
His sternum had turned black and swollen up tofos
dome as big around as Brianna’s fist. There was aig
in his side so long and deep that she could have
the dagger in it. Most troubling of all was the
stream of blood oozing from his mangled arm. If
not halt that flow, Tavis would be dead within mis

“Will he be all right?” demanded Avner.

“T'll do what I can,” Brianna replied. She found it
cult to speak around the catch in her throat, “But
young, and Hiatea has not blessed me with her#s
powerful healing magic—and only two of herl
remedies,”

“You can't let him die!” Avner burst.

“The princess will do all she-can,” Morten said)@

ing up behind the boy. “You'll only make the task
difficult by disturbing her.”

Brianna slipped her amulet from around her
then opened her waterskin and placed her goddé
flaming spear inside. “Valorous Hiatea, bless this
with your magic so that it may boil the enemy’s
gion from the wounds of this .. 7 .

Brianna hesitated, trying to think of the kindestis
she could honestly say about Tavis. Hiatea was no

ligate with her magic, seldom granting it to aid 10S

who had proven themselves unworthy of her attén
and the princess feared that her goddess would not
her call to aid the firbolg. To her surprise, she foust

self terribly alarmed by that possibility, so much's®
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down her cheeks.

scald the evil from this
» ghe continued. “Many times has Tavis
' v saved my life and that ol an E;J'{']“J‘ll‘:l‘ll‘lll
| you in that much, at least. ‘
“Does your goddess let people die

ars were rolling
ter so that it may

warrit d,” sn
Burdun’s brave r')' ~.
+hild. He has serve(
5 wnded,

¢ dem: ) il e i
Avnel :Illl she thinks they've done bad things?
ecaustc = 2

Ik later.” Brianna replied, hardly hearing the

““flt"" ta
boy. S i
Ryt Tavis didn't know— ]

“Bul F:l\ ';Im'len grunted. He plucked Avner up and

L?:tde;um across the platform to where the boy would
carti ross latform to wi
:mt interfere with the prince 88’8 work. _

Brianna brushed the tears from her eyes, {ij.t-:n spoke %}}l_\

llables that would actually shape Hiatea's purify-

istic sy i 7 By
o gentle gurgle arose inside her waterskin, then

ing magic. A _ Ik .
lhi sidts puifed out and white vapor gu shed from the open

neck. The princess sighed in relief. Her supplication had
convinced the goddess of Tavis's \\'Qf‘lhlﬂr"ﬁﬁ.

The princess removed her 1;|_I|_~_;111;_n1 and ]_)c:urvcl the
hoiling liquid over her patient’s injuries. White bubbles
frothed up in the open cuts, though not to the extent she
had expected. She had assumed the scout’s blood would
be so full of wicked contagions that it would continue to
lather until her waterskin ran empty. Instead, the fluid
quickly cleared and began to stream from his wounds in
red-tinged runnels, Brianna bit her lip, puzzled. When
she had healed Morten back on Coggin's Rise, even his
blood had frothed more than Tavis’s.

The scout’s eyes popped open. “Bri . ..an ... na!" he
croaked, The effort of speaking drained even more color
from his face. “Giants!”

!_q"ti(‘i“g that his gaze was fixed over his shoulder,

Brianna looked up to see that the three hill giants had

Sqme 1o watch her work her magic. In one hand, Rog

;t:jrhle;iﬂ(] '_"‘jtil_'*f- limp form, but no other wolves were
: € rest had perished inside the fault cave.
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3rianna returned her attention to Tavis “D
remember? Rog is our friend; we're safe witl:L ki

Given the power of the shaman’s magic, 1hem'
was not entirely sure that was true, But if GO
find a way past the gate, Brianna could only ho
and his two friends would be able to dispatch the :

Tavis grabbed her head and pulled her ear close ta
mouth. “No. Can't. . . trust . . . giants!” v,

'.'”i.‘ ql.l%(‘{." rlll_' princess said gently. “You're not
enough to talk.

Brianna placed her silver spear on the scouf’s m
arm, then closed her eyes and uttered the mystie
bles of her healing spell. A wave of searing heatp
from the silver spear, and Tavis cried out. i

Brianna opened her eyes again and looked da
see her amulet flickering with orange fire. The arm

/as hidden by a pall of gray smoke, though the p
could see tongues of yellow flame dancing where
had been runnels of blood before. Hiatea’s magie &
ued to sear the mangled limb for several moments,
groaning in pain as the heat burned his flesh, At E
flames died and the smoke cleared, revealing a
arm covered with awirls of raw, scorched hide,

3y way of comforting Tavis, Brianna said, *I
worry, it'll look better after I heal it a few more tin
least the bleeding’s stopped.”

The scout hardly seemed to notice the arm,
make me strong enough . . . to protect you." Thel
quietly that even the princess could barely hear hi
gasped, “In case you're wrong . . . about Noote."

Brianna held her gaze on Tavis's. The scout's
tence was beginning to convince her that he bél
what he was saying. Perhaps Basil or Runolf, or bott
them, had lied to him. That would certainly explai
fanatic accusations against her father and Noote.

“We'll worry about that later.” Brianna took a B0
needle from her satchel and ran a coarse black®
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“Right now, [ must concentrate on you.
2o eve. “Ris

ghrough its ©)
“But—

'”“. SCOol

changed to a hiss ol pain as
on his stomach closed. Before
fest further, she slipped ﬂn-lhp of her nee-
Mg e . . gy
he could l];' , flap of skin and began to shitc h the wound
(UL i i : - I b R S =
‘“C‘h':m'lg' I~ ‘-;‘.'mw‘-al her to work in silence, per haps
e rm;;.‘ found it impossible to speak through
pecause N€
clenched teet h.
The princess ha

it’s Uhi{‘l'“““

i » gash
Brianna }'ﬂncht‘ll the ga

d to concenirate 10 keep her attention

~ead on the task at hand. Her thoughts kept wander-
i what had happened when she purified
.”.lg.b:‘"d(f m“f]q (Th.:- lack of froth suggested the scout
Twuis b:t(if w]i(;“ she had originally believed: a rather
:sii':.x;elf—éacriﬁcing firbolg inc :mu_ble 5).[ [l‘l_’a’,‘ll.‘.ljt.:i' y Y Lt
that could not be so. Even if she r_'llr:nn?:sr(! h‘1.- a L.U:«:ll-
{ions against her father, she ha(_l seen with her own f._*}"‘('h
that Tavis was a thief. The two incidents were contradic-
tory, and she did not understand how she could have
witnessed them both.

Brianna finished closing the wound and returned the
needle to her satchel. In spite of her efforts, brightly col-
ored blood continued to ooze from between the gash's
puffy lips. She laid her talisman over the cut, then
decided to make a quick inspection of the bruise on
Tavis's chest before using her last healing spell. The
wound on his stomach was probably a greater threat to
his life, but the bruise might mask some internal injury
that would kill him more quickly.

The princess placed her hands on both sides of the
black circle and pushed down, steadily increasing the
pressure. Despite Tavis's howl of pain, she was pleased
by what she felt. The sternum had not moved and proba-

¥ Was not cracked. Next, the princess grabbed the
dome of swollen flesh and worked it back and forth

I-':ftrr:v(ﬂeu er fingers, drawing even louder cries from the
scout,

The lump felt soft and watery, with no sign of any-
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thing solid inside.,

“Ifyou're . . . trying to kill me, just slit my throa "

scout growled. “It'd hurt less.”

“Don’t be such a coward,” Brianna chided
nothing but a bruise. You're not going to dje frc:m

With that, the princess touched Hiatea's talism
cast her last healing spell. The spear’s silver flames
ered to life, sending a wave of searing heat deep' :
scout’s abdomen. He gasped in pain, his eves ro
back in their sockets as a thin line of vellow fir
from the slash. The flames continued to bug;
moment, then, beginning at one end of the gash
died away, leaving the lips of the wound melted
The black thread remained untouched by the
blaze, for it would be some time before the s
was strong enough to keep the cut from ripping'g

Once the spell was finished, Tavis’s eyes rolledd
into their normal positions. He was even more ¢
before Brianna had healed him, with a cold swe
ning down his brow.

“Now will you listen to me?” he asked.

“If that will make you feel better,” Brianna saidy
him an overly sweet smile. She laid her talismanupg
scout’s bruised chest, taking care to position it directiy
the scout’s heart. “Just let me do one more thing."

Brianna closed her eyes, preparing to cast a8
would prevent any lies from slipping his from lipsi

“No!” Rog’s voice shook the entire platform. “Wal

Brianna opened her eyes to see the hill giant
Greta at her side. The ogre’s arrow still protruded

the beast’s flank, while his fur was matted and darkw

drying blood.

“First fix Greta.” The hill giant locked a threa ol

glare on the princess.
Brianna's stomach knotted in panic. She could a8
more healing spells today. But if she explained th

the hill giant, Tavis would wonder what speill <
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The princess took a deep

.aat on him. : :
d to cast Rog. It's more important

id. “I'm sorry,
”[Iil :]n[l'l';i\'is than on Greta.” 5
that I use V4= stooped over and pressed a huge finger to
“le-! h("}?:‘l chest, drawing a groan ol pain h‘n‘l_u the
Taﬂs.i'bfmﬂii die from little bruise. You say that.”
e Hu_n‘ [?( a1 :a for him,” Brianna said.
o Um’tbp; R{Ijg's wolf.” Tavis insisted. He took her
“uNlte}t lé?g?llifchest and returned it to her, at the same
am e ¥

time pullin

ou{]ségz-bl Hiatea will grant her magic on behalf of a dire

" Bri sountered.
wq‘l{’?h?!r:i;:;lilﬁt the goddess of the hl.ll‘ll as wei} as lh_e;
family,” he pointed out. “And dire wolves are nothing, i
not hunters.”

“But—" _

“Save Greta!” Rog insisted. “Rog’s other wolves all
dead. You not tell him about ogres!”

*There wasn't time,” Brianna objected.

As the princess spoke, Morten stepped to her side,
axe in hand. Brianna knew he would be hard pressed to
defend her against a single giant, let alone three.

Rog seemed (o know this better than the princess. He
dropped to his hands and knees, in the process brushing
Morten aside and nearly knocking him from the platform.

“Not matter,” Rog growled. The hill giant, eyes nar-
rowed, hovered over Brianna. “How you feel if Rog not
Wafch where he step and squish horse? Same thing, huh?”
. Ihere’s nothing I can do for Greta,” Brianna said. Her
jaws ?cht-d with nausea, for her lungs were filled with the
8lant's breath, a foul odor that smelled like rotting swamp
F_Ir::ss and rancid meat. Maybe tomorrow—"

Wa::ﬁﬁt “:'_t* f*lh.‘_ll on the wolf!” Tavis urged. “Or do you
w10 get everyone else killed along with yourself?

Tavis Bl = IR i
Greta” ROt worry,” Rog said. “Tavis friend—save

intende

preath, then sé

this spe

g his lips to Brianna's ear. “We want him on
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It did not escape the notice of either Bri
bodyguard that the hill giant had limite
ances strictly to the scout. Morten stood and 4
moved forward to place himself near the prince i

At the same time, Brianna lowered her head yg

anng g

lips were next to the scout’s ear, “I need yoy gp

side,” she whispered. “If I cast my spell on the we
it'll do is howl in its sleep—if it does that much®
“What do you mean?” Tavis demanded.
“I've run out of healing spells for today.* B

replied. She spoke loudly enough se the hill gianf_

hear also. “The spell I was going to use on you w
speaking—so I'd know you were telling the truth®

Tavis’s jaw dropped. “You can do that?”

Brianna nodded. “As long as you don’t resist
is why I haven't tried it before now,” she explai
was trying to take you unaware.” e

The scout shook his head in astonishment. “Womi

K

he hissed. “I'll never understand you. Why didaits

just ask?”

“You'll let me cast the spell on you?” Brianna did o

know whether she was more astonished or conl {
Even the most honest of men were reluctant to g

someone complete access to their innermost thoughl

“And I can ask you anything?” 3

The scout nodded. “If Rog lets you live that Iong'

said, glancing above her.

Brianna looked up and saw the hill giant's
poised above her. His lips were twisted into an 8§

snarl, and his brow was furrowed in confusion.
“Can’t save Greta?” he demanded. .
“Then kill humans,” suggested one of his friél
“Don't taste good anyway.” _;
Rog’s second friend reached out and plucked Avi
off the platform. “If stupid girl can't save Greta, tEls
crush boy!”
Avner’s face, all that showed above the giant's
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| . Tavis's. “ Mavbhe we can get more
. nale as 1avis S. .
as pa

enl ~octed. !
::11\'85?" he ﬂl}'u-‘gl}‘]:.‘f:,1| stubbornly. “Take years to train

Rog ﬁhl.”’L-\',illl'lhf\’:ii;;' from pup, teach to li]x"-;- Rog, to
nes hl”}l'\- ‘: ‘Uh.v\'." he complained. “Without Greta, Rog
make ot 1F l{:Iini '|1-|-:T stupid guard.” _
no hunter- -"'1|1.tr~' frowned at this. “What wrong with

The other K I the one holding Avner.
that?” i ec Bo . ¢ stupid guard,” the other con-

“Yeah, Sart like being '.\t_u_p”. ,:%.’t,w' 'riu -ut whenever
firmed. “Sleep on same floor every night, rut whene
Saré{l::,t;. face reddcucd as hf rf-ailz_efi.h}r--_hfﬂrr_lt lmtw:flt;}d
his friends. Glancing over h:|~a Sh:.}u?tlel. Tl;"?:sdll 1.{ ,Un }[
ing wrong with being stupid glLflE‘.d———f(}I you. Rog no
stupid. Him smart, hzlw('- own DHC]\-I L o

This did not alleviate the tension. Not after Greta
die,” smirked Sart. .

“Weah then Rog stupid, too,” added Kol. .

Rog’s face went pale. He looked back to Brianna and
pointed at the dire wolf. “Fix Greta!” S

“Maybe you can do something without a spell,” Tavis
said. “The ogre poison only knocks its victims uncon-
scious. It doesn’t kill them. With luck, Greta may not be
injured that badly.”

Brianna needed only a glance to know the scout’s
hopes were without foundation. Though she had never
tended a dire wolf before, she could see the arrow had
lodged itself deep in the intestines. The ogre poison had
c}one the beast a service by knocking it unconscious.
SUCh‘ wounds were terribly painful and, without a prompt
hea]{ng spell, invariably fatal. The princess could do
Qt)thlng. Removing the arrow would only bring death
200ner, and counteracting the poison would revive the
W(?.!'{.fm!f S0 it could suffer a horrible death.

Fix Greta now!” Rog insisted.

Brianna heo- ! =
fanna began to prod and poke the wolf’s belly, des-
Perately ¥

trying to buy time to think. Her stomach was

293




Troy DENNING

churning with fear, not as much for herself as
boy, and there was something else, too: guilt. She
been wrong to doubt the scout, and her mistake
cost Avner’s life—as well as hers and Morten’s.
princess still did not understand what had
back in Hartwick, but she now accepted that SOme
she had interpreted events incorrectly. No thief
allow a truth-speaking spell to be cast on him, yet
had been more than anxious to subject himself to§
clear his name. She owed him a big apology—ig
could figure out a way to keep herself and her &
alive that long. :

Their only hope was Tavis’s friendship with Ros

Brianna decided. If anyone stood a chance of reas
with the hill giant, it would be the scout. The prin
looked up and caught Tavis’s eye, then shook heér}
ever so slightly. v

The motion did not escape Rog. “Do some
boomed.

Tavis pushed himself to his feet, bracing himself agzin

the cliff face to keep from reeling. “Rog, listen—"

“No!” The hill giant pushed the scout back down, i

looked over his shoulder at Kol. “Drop stupid boy
cliff!” 1
Kol extended his arm over the edge of the platig
Brianna caught her bodyguard’s eye, then flickeds
head toward Avner. Morten obeyed instantly, movin
intercept Kol with a raised axe. Rog lashed ot

caught the burly firbolg by the ankle, then Iiftedll L

high into the air.
“Fat firbolg next!” he declared.

At the edge of the platform, Kol began to open his

one finger at a time. A wicked grin creased hiS

then he teased, “Rog gonna be stupid, too!” i
Avner’s eyes were opened wide with fear and hiS

were trembling uncontrollably, but the boy se€m

from resigned to his fate. Although he could mOVESS
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his head, the youth’s eyes were wildly search-
3 an . s 7
more th

£ caving hiu]\'('lf.
- \ans of saving S 1 e W K
ing for a m¢ ou think I'll keep my promise if you let Kol
e l()‘h }:;‘ Brianna asked. She did not know whether
7 . ov! .
kill that PO

i N st
; : .onsider ten horses worth the |
11 oiant would €O

the hill g

is wolf pac :
?'{Il:;nd all those hqrsng.’ a

Kol's fist a:lus'::.-_d instan
m&;‘iqﬁ:}\iﬁg in Rog’s direction. “You didn’t tell us

= abc ses!”
Boéh;?a%]izuftl{:ilr. breathing a silent sigh of rf]icf. “I

romised to give Rog ten htmfses if 1)9 d help me.”

“With what?” demanded Kol, eyeing Rog suspiciously.

*To go see Noote,” Rog growled. He Sc:::;wled down at
Brianna. “And Rog say a h_undr'f:d horses! i

Kol pulled Avner back from the edge of the platform.
“A hundred horses?”

“That's right,” Brianna replied. “But there won’t be
any if we're hurt.”

Sart and Kol nodded to Brianna. “We not let Rog hurt
you,"

*Them’s Rog’s horses!” The hill giant tossed Morten
toward the wall.

The bodyguard hit with a loud thump, then dropped
to the timber road at Tavis's side, gasping for air as he
tried to recover his breath.

Rog stepped toward Kol. “Give boy!”

Kol backed away, placing Sart in front of himself and
holding Avner out of reach. “Share!” he yelled.

“Rog lose wolves!” Rog thundered back, stopping in
frunt_of Sart. “Not Kol! Not Sart!”
lh:(;?:l((ih-alt, the hill giant loosed a vicious right hook
the cliff L{? with a deafening boom. Sart slammed into
splinterin ri;'.’!’gl“f}‘l with such force lil‘ill the sound of
the D['-H'ft)‘:; |mr ers echoed nﬂ_ t}_u'- granite waiAI. Fearing

2 1 would collapse, Brianna, in a futile search

K but it was her last hope. “Do you think

y, once again holding Avner
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for handholds, turned to clutch at the smooth cliff

“Rog, I'll bring horses for everyone!” Brianna

Rog was too angry to pay her offer
than he did the shaking platform. He st
and tried to snatch Avner. Kol shoved him awa
stepped back. He was now standing directly in §
the fault cave gate, with less than a pace of platfo
behind him.

“Leave Kol alone!”

“Give boy here!” :

Rog lunged for the hand holding the boy, an
twisted away. For an instant it looked like Avners
would dodge aside and send his attacker plung
the edge, then Rog caught himself by smashin
elbow into his foe’s temple. Kol's eyes rolled back#
head, and his knees buckled. He collapsed bacl
the hand clutching his prize still extended., and § il
headfirst over the edge of the platform. Avner's muf
voice cried out in alarm, the hoisting chains ¢
briefly, then Kol's echoing death scream drow
both sounds.

“Avner!” -8

Brianna leaped to her feet and charged toward
end of the platform, but quickly found her way bl
by Sart’s enormous form.

“Kol killer!” Sart threw himself forward, drivi
shoulder squarely into the other giant’s back.

Rog roared and stumbled forward, one eno
hand scraping at the sheer wall of the cliff as he'#
brace himself. “Stop! Stop!”

Sart’s feet continued to pound the floor of the

4any more

Ld

too horror-stricken to think. She didn’t know Wias

do—didn’t know what she could do—to stop the i
struggle before her, or even whether she shﬂ}lld
Avner’s foss. Her companions seemed as horrifie®
dumbfounded as she. They were staring at the Bes

epped past &,
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i wuths and making no [II](:‘\..*l‘ to rise.
wiil gﬂ]llll}!_lfr_. Rog velled. “Rog :-:h;'u el i
i S”r{‘?- | .;llh‘muu grunt, Haul'i 5[1{,\{1.;lg the .ut ter
with a final, t ‘_“_-dgv Rog’s terrified voice I'uln_hled
gisnt towm;dj;:fi;‘t platform, then, arms flailing wildly,
1hr{_)l.lgh l‘hll l\l:nl into the valley hn__)!nw,_ i
g after Rog only until a distant crash echoec
o sl_qrec{l} .(ftt)lli of the cliff. Then, his breath coming
up from e ouf foul-smelling wind, he turned back to
in great gﬁﬁtﬁe] companions. : ) i1
Br‘l'al\lil([:i'c;art take you to Noote,” he said, a rapacious

grin on his lips. “Get horses for himself.”

k. H X & %

As the peasant’s wagon trundled across Earls I?=1:|'(l{_.t{?=;
a chorus of trumpets echoed from the summit c\;f C .1.}, ‘(1
Hartwick’s lofty ramparts. A sonorous thud t-\nllll.( ti
from inside the walls, then the gates began to creak

1. i
Ops.ts'lnp here and let me out,” ordered l-'.;u'_l Wendel. l}l'l'
earl issued the command from the bed of the peasant's
wagon, where he lay with two of his unconscious fel-
lows. The other seven survivors of the ogre ambush
waited in more carts back at the guardhouse, where the
sentries had halted them for fear of overloading the
bridge. “I won't meet my king in an oxcart.” :

The peasant halted the wagon as ordered. “You
shouldn’t be walking, milord,” he protested. “Your
wounds are too serious.”

“I'think I can make fift y paces.” Wendel could not
quite keep the sarcasm out of his voice, for his two
STOW Wounds, one in the shoulder and the other in the
thigh, had not stopped him from dragging one of his fel-
1[“,?] Out of the mountains on a sledge of pine branches.

1€ e,

arl climbed down from the wagon and limped

toward the gate,

where he saw Gavorial's enormous face
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glaring out at him.
“Where's Tavis?” demanded the stone giant.
“We don't have him,” Wendel replied.

“Why not?” The muffled question came from bef

Gavorial, but that did not stop Wendel from recogy
the voice as Camden’s. “Did you kill him?” :

“No, Your Highness.”

Gavorial abruptly retreated from the gateway,
the king himself came storming onto the brid
chamberlain and young queen, Celia of Dunsany,
close behind. Wendel stopped a few paces in fron|
oxcart to wait for his liege.

Upon reaching the earl, Camden demanded,
didn’t kill Tavis Burdun, what are you doing he
circles beneath the king's eyes were as dark as

and his lower lip was bloody and chapped from cons

biting. “Where is he?”

“Somewhere beyond the Needle Peak glacier by
Wendel replied, alarmed by Camden's demeanor
madman would be more worried about aveng
wounded pride than his kidnapped daughter, “He!
us from an ogre ambush, then promised to surrend
his own—after Morten helped him rescue Briannas

An angry light flashed in the king’s eyes. “You s
that?”

“We had no choice.” Wendel motioned to his wo
fellows in the oxcart. “None of us could stand at the

Camden glared at the wagon for several momen
expression growing as dark as a mountain storins
denly, he looked back to Wendel.

“You can stand now!” he yelled.

The king shoved Wendel hard, sending him €54
to the ground at the feet of the peasant’s ox.

“Go back and do as I commanded!”

The queen, a golden-haired girl standing bare, ‘.
Camden’s elbow, placed herself between Wendel antis

King.

Tae, Ocre's Pact

itord. Earl Wendel and these other men
e ]lm (lil'h'-rrr‘] mutch on your behalf.” As Celia
a7 'S & ., Py S i st
have alre ‘l(k}v + her eyes fixed on C fu_uult n's fee |.“t }L ar ly
spoke, ShLi tnilgjﬂli her own husband in the eye. “You're
frightenec 1o

: -easonable.
being unre ynable!” Camden roared. d et

FERECAR) but nodded. “Aye,” she said. “These

Celia grmum-cl. hu L "AYE,

need 10 rest—and to see Sumon. ,

n ce < X 3 ~tor 3, as 1€ C Ver-
""'fl"ht‘ king scowled at her, then r,h.pptd past the ‘f]‘LII ”.

. .er at the unconscious figures in the
ing peasant to peci 2t - "

ok of the wagon. "o they do. o
bagﬁg{jeniv Camden’s voice seemed as gentle as a
meadow breeze. Wendel found I]ii:""abi:_l‘lpt mood change
miore frightening than he h_ad lh(j king s anger. Ho

“They'll stay at Castle Hartwick until they recover,

- declared. He seemed to grow thoughtful, then
the king declared. _ :
added, “And I'll have to do something else about Tavis
Burdun, won't 1" B

Celia breathed a sigh of relief. She reached down z!n(l
took Wendel's arm, helping him to h:!.s feet. "!’I]ru&av for-
give him," she whispered. “The strain has affected his
temper.” _

“It's affected more than his temper,” Wendel replied,
eyeing the king nervously. ;

“Ssshhh!" Celia hissed. “There’s no telling what he'll
do if he hears you.”

But there was no danger of that, Wendel saw.

Camden had already turned to face his nervous cham-
berlain. “Bjordrek, do you think Noote is home by now?
.. the chamberlain nodded. “M-most certainly,” he said.

H..e left the day after Brianna’s disappearance.”

c Good. Needle Peak isn’t far from G ray Wolf lands.
T:md{‘n grabbed his chamberlain by the shoulders and
SHOVEd him toward the gate. “Go and tell Simon to pre-

pare one of his message birds. I must ask Noote to do
something for me "




The Fir Palace

When Sart herded Brianna and her COMpanio
the Fir Palace, as he insisted upon calling Noote’s
sized lean-to, the princess felt like she had sten
some vast, sour-smelling vault where the gods
wicked spirits in purgatory. The air was hazy and
filled with the stench of unwashed bodies and the
smoke of the distant cooking fire. A roaring din of
laughter, bellowing voices, and lewd, bestia
reverberaied through the entire place. Aroun
perimeter of the room lounged great mounds of
that could only be hill giants, their faces and fea
lost in the flickering shadows draped along the

“Go," Sart urged. “Noote way down there.”

The giant thrust his arm over their heads, poir
The air was so murky that Brianna could see only
paces beyond the hand, much less clear to the of
of the cavernous room. Nevertheless, she led the s
ward, determined to find Noote and interrogate him
chief was cunning for a hill giant, but he was not 84
thinker. The princess felt confident it would not take
to learn everything he knew about her abduction.

Winning the hill giant’s help could be more di
Because Tavis had been so willing to let her cast
true speaking spell on him, Brianna had dee!
accept his warning about Noote and the Twilight

her father’s involvement. Now the princess was ry¥
think of some way to convince the chieftain to (aké

to Castle Hartwick instead of returning her to the 0S8

or taking her to the Twilight Vale himself.
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would have been to avoid Noote alto-

Mt the princess had spent all :.11(0_{ m'“f! ;.md
gether, “’ vening, the length of ime it had taken to
maost ol [h} r.rr:;m the gate, trying to persuade Sart to
climb dov ‘: pugh the vallev. The giant had steadfastly
lead them : l.rl‘-; when Brizm{m pointed out that Noote
reﬁﬁfgﬁi::ﬁd some of his horses. Although he had not
““.gm. : -h, Brianna suspected Sart anficipated trouble
Sa‘dla‘s ii?ll;wi;ét had happened to his two fellows, so he
fv’;!r)itaelé] some captives handy to blame i'qr the deal'r_hs. 7

As Brianna progressed through the room, curious hﬂ
giants loomed out of the shadows to peer down at her
and her companions. | hu_prnwegs could not tell the
males from the females, for _[_hulr brutal faces were
entirely androgynous, with uniformly heavy brows, flat
poses, and blocky chins. Nor was facial hair any help.
They all seemed to have a little on the upper lip and
ehin, though never enough to grow a beard or mus-
tache. And their bodies were uniformly lumpy and
bulky, lacking any of the customary curves or angles
that suggested their sex.

A few of the giants snapped belittling comments at Sart.
“Stupid Sart! Firbolgs not good slaves!” Others pointed at
Tavis, who was being carried in Morten’s arms, and cried,
“That one no good! Can’t walk, can’t work!”

chers seemed more alarmed by Brianna’s presence.
h}ti’d_‘zlﬁm}“ they warned. “Noote says don’t take humans,
Stupid!”

Occasionally, a hand would snatch out at the princess,
’?Lu Sart would promptly slap it away, explaining she had
':22:: :};fhhtifi o.u.-'_uru"i[! to s:.w_-“s\imm__-_ 'w[‘l'.is invariably drew
derous n-[?l]l ,T“_‘I{h“.ﬁ" about “the rut” and caused a thun-
=& dreak of laughter.

\'i,r,]%ll;:z“ll;::f“_!; In";zl_}_/:r-tl that the hill giants were not just
chamber ‘w‘:l : _“‘II- _5 h\“yl;:ﬂ appeared to live in this one
and othe,. :!m_- Were eating—what, she could not tell—

S Were sewing hides, repairing weapons, and

The safest thing
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tending to all the many chores of everyday life. Here and
there some of the giants were even lying on their backs
snoring—as often as not within ten paces of a bellowing
argument or a thundering chorus of laughter.

Brianna was even more puzzled by their love of
wrestling. Everywhere she looked, giants were rolling
on the ground in groups of two and sometimes more,
their arms locked around each other’s torsos, their
hands clawing at each other, growling and groaning,
screaming and . . . Suddenly falling silent, two nearby
giants rolled apart with stupid grins on their faces, and
the princess saw that they hadn't been wrestling at all.

“The rut,” Morten commented, his voice thoroughly
disgusted. “Savages!”

Brianna had to agree.

Morten nudged her, and Brianna realized she had
stopped moving and was simply staring at the two
giants. With her cheeks burning, she quickly resumed
her pace, taking care to keep her eyes fixed straight
ahead—though she wasn't sure why. The hill giants cer-
tainly didn’t seem to care if anyone watched. In fact
some were being observed with all the rapt attention of
an athletic contest, and she half expected to hear the
spectators wagering on the outcome.

About halfway through the chamber, they came to an
abhorrent mound of flesh standing about twice as tall as
the princess. There was one overly long leg dragging en
the ground behind him, one incredibly short leg dan-
gling from his hip, and one that seemed just about the
right size propped beneath his tailbone. He had a pale,
hunched body, stooped shoulders, and no neck whatso-
ever. His head was bald and wart-covered, with floppy,
pointed ears and red, bulging eyes lacking brows or lids.

Brianna's first impression was that a hill giant child
had fallen into the fire and melted, then somehow sur-
vived to crawl back out. But once she recovered from
her shock, she realized the figure was only a fomorian
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slave. Every member of this strange race of giant-kin
was born hideously and uniquely deformed, though few
quite as grotesquely as this fellow.

The fomorian, secured by a lengthy chain to a post,
stood next to a large cooking fire. Over the roaring
flames were suspended a dozen roasting spits, each
skewering the charred remains of what might have been
a deer. At the far end of the fire lay a tremendous pile of
skinned animal carcasses, while at the closer end, where
a huge black pot bubbled at the edge of the blaze, there
was a much larger mound of pine cones.

As Brianna and her companions approached, the
fomorian hopped along in front of the spits, using his
single arm—which stuck out of the center of his chest—
to crank each handle a quarter turn. When he reached
the end of the line, he paused long enough to grab a
shovel and throw a scoop of pine cones into the boiling
pot. Then, before the princess realized what he was
doing, the fomorian snatched her up in his slimy hand
and hopped toward the carcass pile at the other end of
the fire.

With both hands, Brianna grabbed the cook’s huge
thumb and pushed back against the joint. A garbled rasp
of pain spewed from the fomorian's throat, then his hand
opened, and the princess dropped to the dirt floor. The
slave’s lidless eyes glared down at her, clearly aston-
ished by her unexpected strength, then he cautiously
stooped down to pick her up again.

“Not her, Ig!”

Sart cuffed Ig in the back of the head. The fomorian
whirled around and leered up at his tormentor. Brianna
could not tell whether his twisted face was scowling or
pouting, but Sart paid the ugly expression no attention.

“Humans not for eating!” the hill giant said.

Ig shrugged his stooped shoulders, then hopped,
rather reluctantly, toward Morten.

“Not us, either!” the bodyguard grunted.
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Ig looked up to Sart for confirmation. When the
giant nodded, the fomorian sighed, then hopped back
his duties at the cooking fire. g
“Let's go—before we get mistaken for vermin ang
stomped,” Morten growled. g
The princess led the way to the other end of the lodge
where another fomorian was halfheartedly performing:
dance of debauchery. Though just as bald and warty
the cook, her abnormalities were mostly monumen
exaggerations of curves typical to the females of mg
giant races. In a morose attempt to beguile her aug
ence, she was spinning in a little circle, shaking her
chest and swiveling her hips, raising a choking cloud of
dust by stomping the beat to an eerie song of dismay
that rumbled from her lips. 3
If the hill giants fathomed the sad beauty of the fom
rian’s dance, they showed no sign. They lounged around,
bellowing lewd comments, mocking her deformitiess
and rutting with each other. In the center of this crowd
sitting cross-legged on the dirt floor and tossing hunks
of charred meat at the woman'’s cleavage, was the dull
eyed, corpulent giant who Brianna had once been fook
ish enough to believe would save her: Noote. .
Beside the chieftain sat an especially large and flaceid
giant wearing a silver necklace that Brianna's father
once sent as a gift to Noote's wife. On the queen’s sho
der—assuming she was the queen—sat one of the ta
ing birds Simon had enchanted to serve as messengers,
araven with a silver band around its leg. It crossed
Brianna's mind that her father may have sent the bird to
ask the hill giants’ help in rescuing her from the ogres.
But if that were so, she certainly saw no sign that thes
chieftain had done anything to honor the request. 3

On the side opposite Noote’s wife sat another female—
at least the princess hoped the giant was female, consid®
ering where the chieftain’s free hand was resting. If the}
queen disapproved of her husband’s actions, she showed’
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ion. and was in fact engaged in her own dalliance
i l“n\.\-‘ heside her. i

1rianna had a sinking feeling in her slnmachr It was

. e a faint apprehension of trouble, but a pain more
not I,”h: .tm'n,- ball grinding its way through her digestive
hkl",'l 'till'”,",mr his visits to Hartwick Vale, Noote had
lra‘tfl. : q“-u.fll— her as a rather noble savage, crude and
ﬂl\‘hw[t{\-}- but basically good at heart. Now, she saw that
?;;&:}Elmd been as mistaken about his character as about
E}a\;i,_;'g_ Not only was the giant (:rucl and debauched, he
was a slave-taker and a !wpocrﬂg as well. If her ’ratljcr
knew what occurred inside the Fir Palace, the princess
felt sure Noote would not have been such a frequent and
welcome guest in Castle Hartwick.

Brianna closed her eyes and tnnk_ §everal deep
preaths, girding herself against her rising fear. Now
more than ever she realized Tavis had peen right about
the hill giant. Not that it mattered. Even if they had
wanted to, they could not have avoided both Rog and Fh(.‘
ogres, or that was what the princess told ht_‘r-.'a(:lf. She
could not allow herself to consider the possibility that
the scout had been right to suggest climbing straight up
the mountain, Even now, that plan seemed too crazy to
have worked—but was it? If she had followed the scout’s
advice, perhaps they would be camping suq*.tf\:ﬁ'hﬂc
above Hartsvale tonight instead of trusting their lives to
the unpredictable mercies of hill giants. Perhaps Avner
and Earl Dobbin would still be alive—Brianna shook her
head, trying to shut out the visions of their deaths. Shle
could live with the guilt of causing the lord mayor’s
death, but not Avner’s. That burden was too heavy to
bear. If she allowed herself to think about it, she would
not have the strength to negotiate for Noote’s help—
and, as slim as it was, that was the only hope for her or
her companions.

The princess opened her eyes, then circled around
the fomorian’s gyrating mass, narrowly avoiding being

no ,
with a fe
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knocked off her feet as an immense hip swung past her
head. She led the way forward until she had cleared the
dust cloud raised by the dancer’s feet, then stopped in
front of Noote’s colossal bulk. Brianna craned her neck
and found herself looking up into a pair of cavernous
nostrils. The chieftain remained entirely oblivious to her
presence, flinging an entire haunch of venison high over

her head, then laughing uproariously when it became .

lodged between his slave’s pendulous breasts.

“I'm glad you don’t behave this way in Castle
Hartwick!” Brianna deliberately allowed her anger to
creep into her voice as she yelled. Their best hope lay in
keeping Noote off-balance. If she could convince him
that she was in control of the situation, that his only
choice was to do as she ordered or face her father's
wrath, he might not pause to consider that he was in
charge in his own palace. “Perhaps next time you visit,
we'll let you root for your food with the swine.”

Noote's jaw dropped, and his gaze flickered around
the room for a moment, then he finally realized where
the sound was coming from and looked down at Brianna.
His face was even more brutal than that of most hill
giants, with narrow black eyes, a broad flat nose spread-
ing from one cheek to the other, and a mouthful of
Jagged gray teeth that had been filed to sharp points.

“Princess!” he gasped. Noote’s eyes flicked above
Brianna's head to the fomorian dancer, then his face
turned a deep shade of crimson. He grabbed another
hunk of venison and threw it at the slave, bellowing, “Put
skins on!”

The fomorian quickly trundled toward the wall to
obey, her face betraying her relief at the interruption.

“Please, don't let me interrupt.” Brianna cast a pointed
glance at the hand still lying in the lap of the giant next
to Noote. “It's apparent you weren'’t expecting me.”

The chieftain pulled his hand back to his own lap and
shoved his companion away. “Act nice!” he bellowed. He
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leaned across his queen and also pushed her friend
Ce

away. “Joke over!”

“What joke, Noote?” the gueen asked. ‘

Noote’s face deepened to a shade of maroon so dar!& it
was almost black. “Rutting jukcf&.“ htr“hmsed. nudging
her in the ribs. “This Princess Brianna. _ ;

All around him, hill giants furrowed thick br_ows in
confusion. Their murmurs filled l?]e c_llamber like the
drone of Camden’s guards gathering in the courtyard
for an unexpected assembly.

“Quiet!” Noote demanded. ;

A few nearby giants fell silent, but that only increased
the curiosity of those farther away, and the clamor actu-
ally grew louder. Noote's wife glanced around, seeming
more irritated at having her bacchanalia 11_11&1‘r111?ted
than at the noise, then glared down at Brmuqa, I'he
queen was uglier than her husband, with sagging red
bags under her eyes and a plump, nva]-s]mpc‘(] mouth
smeared with black soot—whether for decoration or by
accident, Brianna could not tell.

“Who?" the queen demanded. g

Noote leaned over and whispered in her great ear, ln‘l--
gering the silver necklace she had been sent by '1’_>r1;1m'1_a s
father. The queen's eyes opened wide, 5411(1 her expression
changed from one of irritation to one of surprnse.

“Quiet!” she thundered. 2 ;

The lodge fell instantly silent. The queen whispered
something to Noote. Brianna could not quite mz}ke out
her words, but she could hear the breath of the giantess
rustling in the chief’s ear like wind in a box canyon.

Noote whispered something back to his wife. This
time Brianna heard something about steal‘ing and ogres,
and the couple exchanged a few more whispers. Finally,
Noote nodded, then fixed his attention on his unex-
pected guest.

“What doing here?” _

* t'SL‘Ei])(,‘ds}l'Olll my kidnappers. 1 should think that
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you'd have guessed that yourself.” Brianna allowed hegh

gaze to flick up to the raven sitting on the queen'’s shouls

der. “My father did send a message telling you about it,

didn’t he?”

Noote glanced at the bird, then looked back to Brianna, S
“Just come tonight.” He glanced over the princess’s head ,
and cast a thoughtful eye at her companions. “Him say two &

firbolgs trying to rescue you. That them?”

“Yes,” Brianna replied. Although her tone was calm @
enough, thoughts were racing through her mind with /
the speed of swooping falcons. It was apparent that }

Noote’s queen was the real power behind the throne,
and the princess was hardly prepared for that. She did
not even know the giantess’s name! Forcing herself to

keep her eyes on Noote, the princess continued, “And

now I need an escort back to Castle Hartwick.”

Noote furrowed his brow and turned to consult with
his queen. They exchanged a few whispered comments,
then the chief looked over Brianna’s head to Sart.

“Where they come from?” he demanded, gesturing at

Brianna and her companions.

“From High Gate.” The sentry looked at Noote as
though the chief had lost his mind. “Where you think?"

Noote hurled a charred boar’s head at Sart. then
growled, “Who chasing them? Ogres?”

Sart nodded. “Yeah. Lots of ogres. Ogres kill Rog, but
I fight 'em back and close gate.” The giant glanced down
at Brianna with a hopeful expression. “Right?”

Brianna gave Sart a reassuring smile, but she was think-
ing to herself that the giant would have been much better
off if he had taken them directly to Castle Hartwick. The
princess glanced at Morten and nodded for him to put
Tavis down. Once she saw that the bodyguard understood
her instructions, she looked back to Noote.

“That’s not what happened at all.”

“Lying girl!” The giant stomped forward to silence the
princess.

ToE OGRE'S PacT

Morten hurled himself at Sart’s kmrc;s. knocking the
astonished sentry to the floor. The two figures grappled,
fl thick cloud of dust billowing up to ]‘ll(il_' !Iu-- ~cnm_h;lllr_"

" “Stop!” Noote yelled, rising. “Not time for fighting!”

«sit down, Noote!" Brianna motioned for t'hf* chieftain
to resume his seat, then, in a more gt‘n!‘le voice, added,
“Morten’s not going to hurt your guard.

" As the princess had hoped, her comment drew a
raised brow from the queen, who grabbed her husbap;i s
arm and pulled Noote roughly back to the ground. Jhe
struggle continued for only a few moments more before
it abruptly ceased. When the dust L']E"fITE‘{!. Morten was
sitting astride Sart’s throat with the giant’s own dagger
nressed against his throbbing jugular vein.

" «I wouldn’t take a deep breath,” the firbolg warned.
“This blade’s kind of heavy, and it might slip,"

Sart pressed his lips together and held his breath.

Brianna looked back to her hosts. “Now, as I was say-
ing. Sart's version of what happened at the Hi;{hl S,:s'u'
isn't quite accurate.” She motioned to Morten 'Etlld [;wm.
then added, “Actually, Rog and Kol were killed in an
argument over some horses I promised to St‘l!(' to Rog.

Noote’s eyes opened wide. “Kol dead too?” he thun-
dered, glaring at Sart. “Who at High Gate?” _

Sart swallowed nervously. “No one,” he ;l{ln_mlerl.

The chief snatched his bone dagger from his b‘elt. but
managed to keep himself from hurling it at Sart’s help-
less form. “Go back!” he thundered. He pointed the tip
of his knife at two more giants. “You, too!”

The two new sentries jumped from their seats and
lifted Morten off Sart, then the three sentries could not
scramble from the lodge quickly enough. After watc'hmg
the trio leave, Brianna turned back to Noote with a
bemused smile. it

“There’s no need for such concern. The ogres won't
be bothering you.” Brianna motioned at her two compan-
ions. “Morten and Tavis stopped them.”
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At the mention of the scout’s name, an astonished

buzz rustled through the chamber. Tavis Burdun was ag §

famous among Noote's tribe as he was among humans—
perhaps more so, since he'd often been called upon to
track down and slay their rogues. A crowd of curious hill
giants began to gather, and Morten quickly pushed his

way between them to protect the unconscious scout, As

he did so, Brianna noticed the wart-covered face of the
dancing slave peering down at Tavis from between two

burly shoulders. The princess was surprised by the ado- 8

ration on the slave’s face, for she knew Tavis's arrows
had also thinned the ranks of many fomorian tribes.

Brianna’s attention was drawn back to Noote and his
queen when, after a lengthy consultation with his wife,
the chieftain asked, “Them firbolgs kill all ogres?”

The sneer on Noote’s lip made it clear that he did not
believe they had.

Brianna shook her head. “No, just one,” she said.,
“Goboka.”

She smirked hugely, deliberately twisting her face
into an expression the hill giants would find difficult to
read. In spite of her words, the princess was painfully
aware that the shaman had only been driven away, not
killed. She avoided lying when possible, but had learned
on her father's knee that diplomatic necessity some-
times dictated saying things that were not strictly true.

In this case, convincing Noote and his queen that her
firbolgs had actually killed Goboka served two very
important goals. First, if they thought the ogre was
dead, they would not be tempted to return her to him.
Second, if they knew how powerful the shaman was,
they might well think it wisest not to anger those who
had killed him.

Much to Brianna’s relief, her strategy seemed to be
working. Noote and his queen had pressed their faces
cheek to cheek and were whispering furiously into each
other’s ears. So intense was their conversation that the
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- ees could hear certain words flying back and forth,
'”'“:l‘l -~ them “spirit,” “ogre,” and her father's name.
l[]-]ilgll‘;:l{;-, after a particularly sharp exchange, the queen
<hoved her husband away.

" wTell me, if Goboka is dead, why do you need an
escort from us?” asked the queen. ]

* The princess’s jaw dropped. It was a rare giant wh‘tf
could speak so articulately, and for a h\l‘.‘gmn\ to cxpres?
herself so fluently was unhe_ar(! of. Brianna could see
that she had badly undereshmate;i the queen. By }hc
standards of her race, at least, the giantess was a genius.
Even among the earls of Hartwick, she would have to be
considered shrewd—and therefore dangerous. o

“Perhaps the reason you can’t answer my question s
that Goboka isn't dead.” ; :

The queen was probing, trying to convince Brmgn;l that
she knew more than she really did. It was a l_l'lt'k lll{':
princess had seen her father use often. “Goboka is dead,
she replied. “Unless having his head severed and 'm:« heart
pulled from his chest does not kill an ogre shaman. ;

Brianna added this last part in an innocent voice, as
though she were really afraid that such treatment might
not have killed her enemy. Wi

The queen smiled at Brianna’s response. ]\m._l m
quite sure you killed him if you did that,” she rn:-piu_-fl‘,.
“But I'm afraid we won't be returning you to your father.

A cold ball of dread formed in the princess’s st:mlachr,l
“I warn you, the king will be angry if you don’t help me.

The q‘ueen's smile turned into a sneer. “I think not, my
dear,” she said, glancing at the raven on her _shnuidror.
“You see, he said we could take you to the Twilight Vale
ourselves.”

Avner could remember exactly when he had last bt"li‘ﬂ
this cold—inside the Needle Peak glacier, wading up the
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icy stream to rescue Brianna. He had almost died.
He felt certain he was about to die now, as the wind

howled along the cliff face, spraying the stone—which?
was already slick—with freezing sleet, coating the hoist-}

ing chain with clear ice, and stealing the warmth from

his body with each clatter of his teeth. The thief could i

hardly bend the frozen fingers on his good hand, but

that really did not matter, since it was trembling so hard™

that he would not trust it to support his weight anyway.
Avner was two links from the bottom of the hoisting

chain, his body wedged through the loop and swinging}
in the freezing wind. He had no concept of how long he

had been hanging there, for the last thing he remem-
bered was his stomach rising toward his throat as Kol
stepped off the end of the platform.

The sky had arced out of sight in a single flash, and %

he had found himself staring at the distant spires of the
fir forest below. Then Kol's hand crashed into some«

thing hard and flew open. Avner felt rough iron scrap- 1

ing down his back and realized it was the chain. He

twisted around, arms flaying madly, and nearly}
wrenched his arm out of its socket as he jammed his

hand through a link.
The chain crashed into the cliff. Avner felt the bones
in his wrist being mashed to powder as the chain ground

his arm against the cliff. His entire body went limp; had %

his hand not been trapped, he would have plunged after
Kol into the trees below. But his pain served him well,

reminding him that he was still alive and might stay that §

way if he reacted quickly enough. With his good hand,
the boy grabbed hold of the link and pulled himself up,

wedging his body through the center as it twisted away 3

from the wall. He banged into the granite several more
times, less violently than before, then his pain washed
over him like a dark, cold river, and he closed his eyes.
When he opened them again, and the chain was still
swinging. The wind was howling, Avner’s teeth were
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chattering, and lhfl boy did not know wlw_lher the iaugh—
ter spilling from his throat was caused by Ju_y.nr hysl.vr_lm
But he did know that he had to get nf[Ihm‘nmu‘nla}m.
and fast. By morning, the only thing lodged in this link
would be a hunk of frozen flesh. ; :

Avner wrapped an arm aronnd'the outside of the icy
loop, then pulled himself up until he could work a !eg
through the opening and straddle {_he bottom. _Th_e lu;k
was just tall enough that he could sit hun(‘hg‘d inside it.
He tried to examine his injured arm by moonlight, but the
shadows under the platform were too rbu_fk to see cle?n‘ly.
All he could tell for certain was that it was horribly
swollen, and he could not bend it from the elbow down.

“I sure hope Brianna's still alive,” he whispered, not
quite certain why he was afraid to speak out loud. If
there had been any giants on the platform above, he
would have heard their footsteps echoing through the
timbers. 4

Avner drew his dagger and cut the sleeve away from
his injured arm, then used the cloth to bind his arm to
his side. Next, he took his rope off his shoulder and tied
a series of loops. By the time he finished, he had a
makeshift ladder of about a dozen feet, easily twice as
long as he needed to reach from one link to the next.

The boy passed the rope through the link :.|hu_w;-,
pushing the line through one of the loops he had tied
to secure it in place. He slipped his good arm, still
trembling from the cold, into another loop and beg_af_n
to climb. The young thief moved quickly and_ effi-
ciently, for many times he had used similar techniques
to climb the exterior of some tower that supposedly
could not be scaled—though he had seldom found any-
thing inside worth the trouble. Once he had even used
the method to climb from Earl Dobbin’s well, after he
had been forced to jump down the pit to elude a com-
pany of murderous guards. _

To his surprise, Avner felt sad about the fate of the
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lord mayor. He was not sorry the man was dead—the
earl had certainly threatened to kill kim enough times:

but it seemed an era had passed. For as long as the boy}

could remember, he had been stealing from Dobbig:
Manor, and Earl Dobbin had been trying to catch him in
the act. It had not been a game—the consequences of
the king’s law were too deadly for that—but the contesf
had been eminently fair. Now, with the lord mayor sepa-
rated not only from his property but from his own limbs}
as well, there no longer seemed any point to stealing}
from Dobbin Manor. It was even possible the boy would#
be forced to rethink his ambitions—providing he didn’s
freeze to death on the side of this mountain first.
Fortunately, that was beginning to look less likely
Avner had only one link left before he climbed into the
hoisting chain slot. He could see the iron plate lhat
blocked the entrance to the fault cave, the moonlight
glinting off the crossbar’s white wood less than twenty
feet above. Once he climbed through that hole and had
solid timbers below his feet, he would march down thed
road as fast as he could. Even if it did not get him off the
mountain quickly, it would at least warm him up enough
to stop shivering. |
Avner reached up to pass his makeshift ladders
through the last link of the hoisting chain—theny
abruptly stopped and pulled the rope back down. Not far
above, in the shadows beneath the crossbar, a pair of

hands was emerging from the iron gate. They werel

gaunt and leathery, with knobby joints and long black$
talons the boy recognized as those of the ogre shamans
Even cold iron would not keep Goboka from his prize.

> 14 <«
The Rabbit Run

The runt had it easy, Morten thought. The gia_nts had
sewn Tavis into a cocoon of wz_iterioggcd deerskm. then
iied him to a spit anfl hung hl_m over the fire En ruab‘;l
Morten they had stripped to his loincloth and :~mea': t.
with rancid bear grease. The stuff smel'zec_l WOorse t%tlgntli
glacier skunk—worse, in fact, than a glacier sl'cu‘nk !’h(\u
had drowned in a fetid bog and ﬂ(]?ltt‘d. to th- :al.ll'hi(,.t‘:
after it decayed. Every time I'hg* bodyguard in halc?'c], nsi
stomach threatened to purge itself and such a wave o
nausea rolled over him that his legs ntar_ly buckled. by

Morten kept his teeth clenched and his knees Im‘}«ﬂ !
trving to hide his distress. Not (_m]y was he [‘]("lt“l'.lllllll't’]
In-{frln\' his tormentors the satisfaction of seeing him :m{-
fer, he knew that showing his n_lim‘ry would only l'llt'nll!-
age the giants to smear him with z-;11h_-‘.l:111vvs~; even mnlu:
repugnant. As Tavis’s cocoon was lu_-d Lc_} Lhe‘spll. t l.t
scout had made the mistake of groaning in ])mn,‘Nr‘m(‘.e
had ordered the deerskin cut away around the victim's
face, so his cries would be more clearly audible when
the flames began to roast him. So far, tl)e groan !.';a({
been the only sound to escape the runt’s lips, but w'l_sp.s
of steam were just beginning to rise from the wel sk.mr:m.
The real pain would come later, wh'cn the leather began

to shrink and his blood began to boil. .
Morten did not see how he could save the runt.
Noote’s queen was a shrewd woman, and she r:'l&jar\ly
intended to steam Tavis as a warm-up for lhq morning’s
climactic torture, the “rabbit run.” The lllil] giants WOI..ll_d
be lined up along both walls of the Fir Palace, their
hands fastened behind their backs. Morten would be
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released at the far end of the lodge. If he could run the
entire length of the chamber and out the door withoul
being kicked to death, he would be allowed to live—ag
so Noote claimed. If the bodyguard tried to save tha
scout, he would probably be killed before he had§
chance to make the rabbit run.

In itself, that would not have bothered Morten. Hg
had no interest in playing the queen’s game, at least nof
for the stakes she had proposed. But if he could cond
vince the giantess to wager Brianna’s freedom as well§
then he was determined to succeed. The run was the
bodyguard’s last chance to redeem himself for lettin g
Goboka capture the princess, and he was not about t
squander it on the scout.

After Ig had turned the spit for several minutes withe
out drawing a single moan from Tavis, Noote grew impas
tient. He pulled the fomorian away from the flames ang
shoved him toward the log pile. “More wood!”

The chief, his eager face looming above the cookin g
fire, stood across the floor from where Morten was tiedg
His stout wife was at his side, clutching Brianna’s rope

sheathed form in her pudgy fingers, Ribbons of early

hole, forming hazy blue halos around their knobb#
heads.

Ig returned with an armful of tree trunks. He dropped
the load next to the fire, then put the smallest logs ol
the pyre. !

“That’ll do you no good,” Morten called. He was
yelling much louder than necessary, for his words werél
intended as much for the hide-swaddled scout as fof
Noote. “Tavis won’t scream.”

“Will too,” Noote growled. “Burning hurt.” _

“Maybe, but Tavis won’t yell. He won’t give you thal
satisfaction,” the bodyguard maintained. “And I'm not
going to make your rabbit run, either.”

Noote scowled. “Not?”
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The logs beneath Tavis began to burn. Ig left the rest
i the trees on the ground and started to turn !hv spit.
< «Firbolgs die with honor,” Morten vxp!aluv{l‘, “We
Jon't beg for mercy. We don't show pain. ‘Vt‘jl‘l“ﬁli die.”

«“Maybe we skin you alive,” Noote warned. “That hurt

> \' :
Ph“l‘t{;hnl are you, fomorians?” Morten scoffed. “I'd have
thought hill giants could do better than ghut." i 3

Many of the giants snickered at their captive's dei_l—
ance, but the bodyguard did not c.ar_e._He knew th('_‘.i.lj
ridicule would soon change to disappointment. Whether
Tavis was thief or hero—and Mqrten no longer knew
which—the scout was a brave firbolg. He_woul,d d_:e
silently, especially if he understood that Brianna’s life

spended on it.

dL‘I');:m might as well kill us now,” Morten added. “We're

going to scream. L
In,"ﬁ.u'l?rlnrl. Morten,” said the queen. “And Tavis Bur-
dun will scream.” ‘

The giantess picked up one of the iron bars Ig used to
stir the fire and placed the end in the glowing L‘(TZI]S, then
pulled the fomorian away from the spit and motioned for
him to put more wood on the fire.

Morten smiled, then locked eyes with the queen and
waited. He had spent enough time in Castle Hartwick to
know that the first rule of kings, at least lh()?:%t‘ who
wanted to stay king very long, was to keep their earls
happy. The giantess was not exactly a king and her fol-
lowers were not exactly earls, but the l){)(l_\-'g‘uai"d was
willing to gamble that she understood this principle as
well as he did. e}

Soon the steam stopped rising from Tavis’s cocoon.
The stitching at the seams began to stretch, the first
sign that the hides were shrinking, and the lf'al!'lt-!_' on
the bottom side started to blacken. The scout’s face
turned pink, but he clamped his jaw shut and showed no
sign that he would yell.
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“You see?” Morten said. “He’s not going to scream.”

A concerned murmur rustled through crowd of hill}
giants. “No fun,” one of them protested. “Scream, stupid®

firbolg!"

Tavis’s lips formed a smile. “It’s not that hot,” he said, 3

speaking through clenched teeth. |
“Roasting firbolg stupid!”

“Yeah,” agreed another giant. He pointed at Brianna

“Maybe girl scream!”

“No!” the queen thundered. She pulled Brianna closer

to her chest. “We're taking her to the Twilight Vale.”

Brianna’s face, all that Morten could see of thel
princess, did not change expressions. She seemed fag 3

more concerned with Tavis’s plight than what the giant
ess might have in mind for her.
“No fun,” grumbled a giant. “Noote stupid.”

When the big oaf turned away and others began to fol-§

low, Morten could not help smiling. Hill giants were like
spoiled human children: one could always count on
them to sulk.

The queen grabbed the poker she had placed in the

fire, then thrust the handle into her husband’s hand}
“Call the rabbit run.”

Noote stepped toward Morten, waving the poker's
white-hot tip through the air. “Wait!” the chieftain velled,

addressing the backs of his departing subjects. “Time }

for run.”
The giants paused, but only a few turned to face their:
chief. “Him not run,” said one. “Firbolg too.”

Noote grinned wickedly, then lowered the poker’s tip )
and laid it against Morten’s cheek. The firbolg heard a%

loud sizzle, then the sick odor of burning flesh filled his
nose and his entire head burned with agony. He had to%
bite his tongue to keep from crying out, and even then
he nearly choked on the silent scream rising into his
throat. The pain filled his entire head, as though the god
Vulean had swung his flaming hammer into his skull.
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Wwhen the agony had subsided enough that Morten
{ be sure he would not scream, he said, “I have no

(‘ilﬂi( .
reason to run. i N
«Then Noote will give you a reason,” gi m«fl{*d the
queen. She was so angry that she could nfn, quite keep
her voice from making llu-'"ﬂrmr tremble. “You can run,

or he'll burn your eyes oul. :

The bodyguard felt a C_nld sweat I)I’L’i-_li(‘ out on ]1!:4
brow. It would be imp(;r;r«lbl-;‘ to rescue Brianna if }'11_5
captors blinded him. Still, he could not let them see his
fear, or the princess was doomed.

Morten shrugged. “What use does a dead man have
for eyes?” ) ; |

The bodyguard looked away from the poker’s whl‘rc-
tip, distracting himself by fixing his atteptign on the spit.
Tavis’s blackened cocoon was now beginning to shrivel.
From what Morten could see of the scout’s face, he was
suffering more from the shrinking leal‘hf-r lhzm the heat.
His cheeks had turned that peculiar crimson of someone
being choked, and the veins in his temples were ]‘J%l|}.{|ﬂj{.

Once again, the bodyguard found himself envious of
the scout. From all appearances, the cocoon was squeez-
ing Tavis's chest so tightly that the runt could not have
screamed if he wanted to. But if Morten’s eyes were
burned out, he would have to rely on his own willpower
to keep from velling. :

Noote kneeled beside Morten, then grabbed his head
and twisted it toward the poker. “You 'fraid!” the L‘h']t“l.
insisted, moving the tip closer to the firbolg’s eye. “Say lt!_

“I'm not afraid,” Morten replied. “But I will run—if
you give me reason.” _

Noote stopped short of pressing the poker into the
bodyguard’s eye socket, but he continued to hold it so
close Morten could feel the heat searing his eyeball.
“What?"

“The princess,” the bodyguard suggested. “Put her at
the other end of the palace. If I carry her out the door,
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then we're both free.”
“Fun!” chortled a giant.
“No!” burst the queen. :
“Then burn my eyes out,” Morten said. “I won’t ruml
for any other reason.”
This occasioned so much grumbling and scuffling of
giant feet that Morten feared the vibrations might causel
the chief to inadvertently blind him. Fortunately, Noote’s}
hand remained steadier than the dirt floor, and he contin<s
ued to hold the glowing iron a mere finger’s breadth fromy
the bodyguard’s eye. Sensing their chief’s indecision, thel
giants whispered among themselves optimistically. :
Finally, they broke into an excited chant, “Rabbit runj
rabbif run!” :
The chorus made Noote’s mind up for him. He rose to}
his feet and tossed the poker aside, then held out his'
hand out to his wife. “Brianna,” he demanded. 1
The queen shook her head. “Think of what it would
mean if that little vermin succeeds—" ‘
Noote grabbed his queen by her silver necklace and ¥
pulled her toward him. “Me chief!” he growled. “Chief ¥
want gir]!" iy
The queen refused to yield her prize, even when the ‘
other giants gave an approving cheer and stepped for
ward to support Noote. Morten feared the confrontation
would erupt into a full-fledged combat, which bothered l
him only because he remained tied to the post and%
would be powerless to protect Brianna. The chief leaned’
forward and whispered something into his wife’s ear:’
She listened for a moment, the scowl never leaving hers
face, then slapped the princess into her husband’s hand.
The resulting cheer was so loud Morten felt it in his &
bones. ;
The queen glared at Noote until the deafening sound
died away, then she ran her angry gaze over the crowd
gathered around the cooking fire. “If that firbolgs
escapes, I'll crack every one of your skulls.”

250

Toe Ocre's Pacy

[he giants quickly _wipcd ]I‘lt_* smiles from llu_rir faces,
wut the enthusiasm with which they began to bind each
ther's hands suggested they took the threa less than
L.‘-:'il'»ll-“".*" So did Morten, but for a different reason.
fven if he managed to run the gauntlet and squeeze out
l!FII" door with Brianna, he lill(l'w better than to think
Noote would actually set them free. Hl'fl once !l]v_\f were
cogether, with his hands unbound, their situation would
i,{:-.!jn'lh‘l' than it was now. . .

As Noote passed the princess’s bound hgm';r' to
another giant, "Jri:-mrm asked, “What about Tavis? Won't
two rabbits be more fun than :_me?j' ‘ :

Noote appeared to consider this, at least for the h_al_r
moment it took him to spot the queen Viu_li_-.ntly_ sh‘akmg
ner head. “No,” the chief said. “Him sick. No fun to
chase.” iy

“T can make him better,” Brianna insisted.

“No!” Noote boomed. The chieftain returned hi:ﬁ. atten-
tion to the giant fo whom he had passed the princess,
then pointed toward the other end of the lodge. “Hang
her on wall down there."

he giant grinned, dangling the princess by the rope
vntwinin;: her body. “Gar put her good and high.” _

Morten fought back the urge to despair, and immedi-
ately began thinking of ways to turn this new obstacle to
his advantage. If he could find a long pole or spear, lu:_
might use it to lift the princess off her hook instead of
w iv"m;z to climb up the wall as the giants wmll_d expect,
and that would cause a short period of confusion—con-
fusion he could use to good advantage.

Once the giant had disappeared into the gloom at the
other end of the lodge, Noote stepped behind Morten.
Instead of untying his prisoner, the chief pulled the
entire pole out of the ground and dragged the body-
guard toward the far end of the Fir Palace.

Morten glanced over his shoulder at the cooking fire.
It pleased him to see his strategy working well enough
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to keep Tavis alive. The scout’s face had turned to a ligh
shade of purple and his eyes had rolled back in his he
but the flames still had not burned through the sh iy
eled leather of his cocoon. With luck, the bodyguaf
might save the scout on his way past—and that would i
another surprise for the hill giants.

That was when Morten noticed an ogre warrior wa k
ing out of the gloom. The brute was striding down hy
center of the passage, both hands in plain sight, his p
ple eyes fixed straight ahead. Walking with him w
Sart, the hill giant sentry that had fought Rog, but it
difficult to tell who was the prisoner of whom. Sa
eyes were fixed on the floor and he bore no weapon$
his hands, while the ogre, who was also unarmed. kep
his eyes fixed proudly ahead.

To Morten, it looked like the giant had failed in high

sentry duties once again, and this time the lives he ha d
endangered were those of the firbolg and his compan

ions. At the very least, dealing with the ogre would cost

valuable minutes—minutes that Tavis would spend

roasting over the fire. At the worst, it would mean a pre=1|
mature end to the rabbit run when Noote and his quee 35 |

learned Brianna had lied about Goboka’s death.

Noote did not notice the ogre, but continued to dragi

Morten along until they had reached the far end of the

lodge. There, he stopped and turned around to face his

giants, leaving the firbolg half stooped over with the
long stake still tied to his back. :

“Ready for rabbit run?” the chieftain boomed. Then
when he was answered by nothing more than an asto =
ished drone, he saw Sart coming toward him and
demanded, “Who at High Gate?” ;

It was the ogre who answered. “High Gate Goboka'$

now.” He waved his arm around the room. “All this &

Goboka's, soon.”
Noote bared his filed teeth in displeasure. “What yo

mean, ugly pip-squeak?” he demanded. “Goboka dead!™ .
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. ogre's jaw dropped, and he knitted his sloped
.1 confusion. He studied Noote for a moment, then
h".w'\ . Jle eves twinkled with understanding. “Liar, fat
5 Il'l'l‘['.!w accused. “Goboka send me to talk.” ;
'QIE'H'TE- llll(:t.'illﬁ eves flashed toward the far end of the
.]. ]‘(. where Brianna was probably hzmgi_ng by now,
JM-L{-( L-'i.'n-- narrowed her eyes and bit her lip in thuughi.
“;C]'ll:n needed no magic to know she now realized the
. f)f(---‘a-: had lied about the shaman's demise.
EJFIT{h; {.\G'rf: fixed his purple eves on the queen’s face,
then sai.(? "(I.':Uboka say give Brianna, or Gray Wolves all
dead by dusk.”
= ;iij)i\;ng her eyes fixed on the ogre, the queen ]c-;l{nf:d
over to whisper in Nuule’s’ ear. Ili Morten Walllt*(j to. (f'[;
the hill giants from returning Brianna to Goboka, he hat
y do something now.
7 ;Elr%a.::rg'ing ih:hc-avy pole a]nn_g with I_1im, Mm'lc"n tl:;gf(
a few quick steps and planted his 'Il_ve.l in thu.ngrt‘ 8 '.”hf"'
pushing the brute to the ground with a pll\.\:f(_‘l‘llll thrust.
“If you want Brianna, you have to race me,” he growled.
“Make the rabbit run!”

“Rig fun!” yelled a nearby giant.

Sn:_'-‘h a clamor broke out that Noote could fmly scowl
in frustration as he tried to hear his wh_'lspcrlng queen.
Finally, he gave up and shrugged her off. ‘

“Grab ogre!” he bellowed at Sart. “New game today:
rabbit race!” ; o

Morten told himself that racing the ogre would lT-ld]\t;
it easier to rescue Brianna. With two rabbl_rs in the race,
he would be kicked by only half as many hill giants.

But the bodyguard didn't believe it.

Thi

%k koW ok

When Avner heard the footsteps echoing out of H.w
fault cave, his weary body jerked so hard that it m-a; %_}_
sent him plunging into the valley below. He braced his
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hands against the wet timbers and carefully pushes
away from the edge of the platform, at the same time §
ing to swallow the cold lump of panic that had risen §
his throat.

The youth’s concentration had been so consumed
the scene below, where the dark figures of Goboka
horde had quietly surrounded all the hill giant lodg
that he had entirely forgotten the possibility straggl
might be coming through the cave at dawn. Now .
feared he would pay a terrible price for his oversight
Hiding was out of the question, since he had been pe
ing over the edge of the timber platform, consequen
lying in plain sight, when he heard the sound. Nor coi
he flee, since the only direction to go was down into
valley with the ogres.

Still, the youth was not about to give up. After Goboka
had opened the gate, Avner had spent half the nigh
clinging to the timbers beneath the platform, hidi ;
from the ogre packs as they sporadically came slinking
out of the cave. Only his terror and the pain of his bres
ken arm kept him from freezing to death. Despite thé
ruthlessness with which their shaman was driving the

and the boy spent the entire time horrified that his tee
would start chattering and give him away, or that one of
them would sense him shivering through vibrations ifl§
the platform’s timber floor, But somehow he escaped
detection, and they stopped coming, leaving only a paif
of sentries behind to guard the cave mouth.

The young thief disposed of the first sentry by chirp®
ing softly until one of the brutes, no doubt thinking o

make a meal of the birds nesting beneath the platformig

stuck his head down to investigate. Avner attacked

quickly and savagely, driving his dagger into his foe'S}

exposed gullet. Leaving the blade buried there, he used!

his good hand to grab the stunned ogre’s greasy topknot§
and pull him over edge. The warrior plummeted into thé
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night, the knife in his throat preventing him from

dark
Vi icing
jows below. ] :

rhe ogre had not even hit bottom }Jc.‘lt:rt.‘_ the boy was
cilently climbing up through the chain slots. As
expected, the second sentry was kneeling close to
where his partner had disappeared. Although Ilhl.'
brute's attention was fixed on the edge, he was not fool-
'iQ-h enough to expose himself as his companion had
done. Instead, he had a shaft nocked in his bow, and was
listening for more sounds from beneath the platform.
Moving as quietly as only a terrified thief can, Avner
crept a half dozen steps across the plalﬁ)rm, then pulled
a poisoned arrow from the warrior’s quiver and plunged
the tip deep into his back. ;

Gasping in pain, the brute stood and spun toward his
attacker in one swift motion. The youth dove into the
fault cave and heard his foe’s arrow clatter off the rocks
above his head. By the time the boy stood and turned
around, the warrior was lying on the platform, knocked
unconscious by his own poison. Avner replaced his lost
dagger with the warrior’s bone knife, then pushed the
ogre off the platform. That done, he crawled inside the
fault cave to take refuge from the cold night. :

After all that, the young thief had no intention of sur-
rendering to the brute now stomping through the cave.
He would at least go down fighting.

With his good hand, Avner pulled his bone dagger
and spun around. His target was still hidden by the shad-
ows of the fault cave, but the footsteps continued to
grow louder. The youth cocked his arm back to throw,
certain he could hit his foe by sound alone. :

“Hold your weapon, my friend!” called a familiar voice.
“I'm sorry I fell behind, but surely I don’t deserve such a
stern punishment!”

Avner lowered his arm. “Basil?”

“The one and the same.”

a scream that might draw the notice of his fel
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The verbeeg stepped into the light at the cave moutiy
and squinted out into the morning. He looked about a8
haggard and cold as Avner felt, with a nose blackened hy#
frostbite and hoarfrost hanging from his bushy eyebrows®

“What are you doing here?” Avner demanded. 8

The verbeeg looked hurt by the question. “Surely, yous
haven’t forgotten our bargain!” he said. “Or are you hop®
ing to claim all those books I stole for your own?” :

“You can have 'em,” Avner replied. “It's just that}
thought you deserted us at the waterfall!”

“That’s what the ogres thought, too—or I wouldn't hg8
here now,” Basil chuckled. He stuck his head out of the®
cave mouth and looked around. “Where's everyones
else?”

“Down there.” Avner pointed into the valley. “I thi
the hill giants have them, but not for long.”

Basil’s lip twisted into a sneer of disgust at the men—:

tion of hill giants, but he did not voice any opinions, Thes
verbeeg stepped to Avner's side and peered down.

“I've been trying to figure out what to do,” Avner said}
“but I can’t.” '
“Perhaps that's because there's not much you can
do—especially with that arm.” Basil shook his head at8
the situation below, then added, “We can only hope fors
the best—and be ready to help if it should come (0}

pass.”

Avner looked up at the verbeeg. “What do you mean?®§

“From what we can see, it appears there will be a bats}
tle soon.” As he spoke, the verbeeg turned around and§
began to study the hoisting chains and the heavy iron
gate hanging below the cave mouth. “That’ll be when
our friends try to escape. If they're to succeed, it will bé
up to us to provide a quick exit.”

“How?”

Basil peinted at Avner’s rope, still tied into a makeshif
ladder.

“We can start by hanging that rope over the side,” the
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Avner looked from the rope ladder, which he knew
was not much longer than Basil was tall, to the enor-
mous drop into the valley below. “You're mad!” he said.
«Even with no knots, the rope will never reach that far.”

“Then I suppose we'll have to make it longer.”

The runecaster sat down next to the rope and opened
the satchel where he kept his brushes and quills.

* G I, SR

The ogre, now stripped of his clothes and smeared
with foul-smelling grease, seemed unable to compre-
hend what was happening to him. He stood on the other
side of Noote's kneeling figure, glaring up at the bellow-
ing hill giants lined all along the Fir Palace’s gloomy
walls. He paid Morten no attention, as though he did not
understand he would be competing against the firbolg,
and had not even glanced over at the bodyguard.

Morten hoped the dazed expression on his foe's face
meant the brute would meet a quick end. It was going
to be difficult enough to weave his way through the for-
est of bolelike legs ahead, especially when they began
kicking and stomping. Save for the alley down the cen-
ter of the room, which he felt sure would be the quick-
est avenue to death, he could see no open ground at all,
only huge filthy feet with stumpy toes and broken yel-
low nails.

About halfway down the gauntlet, Tavis still hung over
the cooking fire. Fortunately, once the hill giants had
lost interest in steaming him, the fomorian cook had let
the fire die down to glowing coals, and it seemed entirely
possible that the scout would be alive when Morten
reached him. Whether he would be strong enough to
help free Brianna was another matter, but at least his
bresence might add to the confusion. The princess her-
self hung near the ceiling of the far wall, a distant cocoon
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of rope illuminated by a single torch the giants hag

placed there so the rabbits would know where they weg

trying to go—though few expected them to live tha

long.

“Ready rabbits?” Noote asked.

Without waiting for a reply or offering any other wa
ing, the chief lifted the hands he had placed in fron
the two racers. Morten reacted first, sprinting forwdg

without so much as a sideward glance. The giant8
roared their delight, filling the palace with a deafening
rumble louder than any thunderstorm. The soung
seemed to huffet the bod\, guard like a powerful wm

threatening to sweep him from his feet.

The giants began to stomp, and before Morten knew
it, the dirt floor was bucking beneath his feet like a coll
lapsing rampart. The firbolg managed two steps beforg

he bounced so high into the air that he lost his feel fg

the ground. He came down at an angle, arms flailing

wildly, and crashed to the floor on his back.

The hill giants yelled even louder, shaking the wa
80 hard that the hide coverings flapped as though a ters#
ble wind were tearing at them. As his tormentors movett

in for the kill, Morten saw their heads forming a rough

circle high above. He rolled sideways, narrowly saving

himself as a huge foot crashed to the floor:

The impact bounced the firbolg into the air. He tried
to gather his legs and felt as though he were trying {8

stand while tumbling down a steep hill. He managed

plant his feet on the ground, but his body’s momentufi§
carried him past his balance point and sent him sprawi
ing. He glimpsed the ogre tumbling through the ai

beside him, then landed face first on the ground.

Something heavy crashed down on his back. Mortél

duxz his ﬁm:r rs into tht cliil 'm{! tried to pull himwlff r

mous weight of hl]l g;'inl lelmd it.

Instead, the ogre’s powerful jaws bore down on the i

9
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bolg’s burly calf, se nding sharp daggers of pain shooting
up through his knee. The bodyguard howled in surprise
and anger, though even he could not hear the cry above
the din of the hill giants. He twisted around to grasp his
attacker. The ogre pulled his head away from Morten’s
leg and spit a hunk of flesh from between his lips, then
lowered his mouth to the firbolg’s ankle.
Morten brought his foot up as hard as he could, driv-

ing the hard knob of his heel into his attacker’s face.

nn}u those of humans or firbolgs, ogre noses were
mif d with dozens of small bones, and the kick snapped
them all like dry twigs. The ogre went slack; whether he
was unconscious or dead did not matter to Morten. The
brute was out of 'fhe race either way. The firbolg rolled,
J”.m ng the ogre’s limp body off his back—then saw a
giant's immense foot sweeping toward him.
" The kick landed square in his ribs. The firbolg felt the
air rush from his chest, then he and the ogre went sail-
ing in different directions.

‘Morten crashed, back first, into the side of a giant’s
treelike leg. He felt something crack, like an inflexible
trunk snapping in a heavy wind. A pained bellow rever-
berated above, louder even than the tremendous tumult
of the other hill giant voices, and the fellow's knee buck-
led—not in a direction it normally bent, but sideways.
The giant reflexively clutched at the joint, barely retain-
ing his balance as he attempted the impossible maneu-
ver with both hands still bound behind his back.

Morten slid to the ground, a terrible ball of dull,
throbbing agony forming between his shoulder blades.
The firbolg knew the impact had knocked something in
his back terribly out of place, but he could not let that
bother him now—not when he had such an opportunity
to throw the hill giants into a confused panic. The body-
guard rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself to his
hands and knees. He spun around until he saw the
injured giant's good leg, then, without standing up, he
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gathered his feet beneath him and drove his shouldeg
into it as hard as he could. Again the giant bellowed, huk
this time he also came down.

The effect was something like a tree toppling in ag
over-thick stand of woods. The fellow crashed into twa
more giants beside him, and they also fell, unable tg!
catch themselves with their hands tied behind theig
backs. This pair unbalanced two more, who had to stogl
kicking long enough to regain their balance.

The opening that resulted wasn’t much, but it wa:

enough for the firbolg. He jumped to his feet and clamg

bered away, dodging and weaving as hill giant feet
lashed at im from all directions. He suffered severall
glancing blows that almost knocked him over, and twicel
he was struck so hard that he actually fell and tumblegl
through the swarm of legs, somersaulting across instepa:

and ricocheting off ankles. Each time, he managed o8

roll back to his feet and continue running. At first, het

moved across the lodge toward a side wall, as though®

searching for a clear alley. Then he suddenly turneds
toward Brianna and darted into a dense thicket of hill®
giant legs, where the crowd was packed so thickly thats
the giants smashed each other’s shins more often thant
their target. Even when a foot did catch Morten, it did

not have much momentum, and so the blow was not _

very painful.
By the time the firbolg neared the middle of the lodge,

the hill giants ahead were beginning to bump each other§

aside, trying to create enough space around themselves
so they could land a solid attack if the rabbit came theit!

way. Morten dodged back toward the center of the

room, running straight for the shimmering orange light
of the cooking fire.

As the firbolg broke free of the thicket of giant legs, i
he was surprised to see Tavis no longer hung over the
fire. Ig had already taken the scout’s spit down and was®

using a bone butcher knife to cut the cocoon apart. Long
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inos of drool were dripping from the l'n_nu';:'i:-ln's.
e and he was licking his twisted lips with a long

alt

mutl!h,

ray fonguc. x v

g «] eave him alone!” Morten bellowed. :
r|'w badvguard started to charge the cook, hoping
- ; w2 - 3 10 raD . 2y

hat the fomorian was typical for his race and coward

Le -

enough to bluff away easily. Otherwise, I\-’I_nrlleli \jvquld
have to ;1!:;111tlnli\llillt.“sc({njl. He could not afford the fime
W ake to kill the fomorian.
) ‘;‘(}):SL:'i:-lﬁrwlg suddenly found his way b]n(‘k‘e{l by li]t-
fomorian dancing slave. Although hardly as big as él]i;llj
siant, she was Sl.i]]] much la(t;lgler than Morten, and he
C ot easily dodge around her. _
w!}(l'zi}ll}‘ She th};ust' his battle-axe into his hand. “We take
-are of Tavis Burdun.”
(alt\(-h?ri‘uTz:i stared at the weapon in mnfu_s‘ion. so stunned
by the unexpected help that it took him a moment to
realize the fomorian slaves had become his allies. The
firbolg accepted his axe and started to step past Ihv‘
I'unmﬁ;m, intending to rush into ih\_- crowd on the othes
side of the lodge. Before he made it all the way around
IIIt'I' enormous hip, the hides on the wall ifl].'l!':l(i‘ were
ripped away with a lt'a-nu‘minusa_whocm]l. !hv firbolg
caught a glimpse of towering fir trees r:ll_hmu-lu't‘l
against a blue sky, then hill giants began to spin around,
slhuminu and screaming in a::lc_:nis_hmv]}l. The tumult
lasted only a matter of seconds before giants hvgan} to
collapse, the black fletching of ogre arrows protruding
from wounds that, on their huge bodies, seemed mere
inpricks.
I. il‘;c.-rhiing it wiser to risk hill giant f{-'c_t than ogre
arrows, Morten spun around. The conditions on that
side of the lodge were no better. Goboka had planne‘d
his attack well, catching his enemies in a deadly cross
|_i['!'_ )
Noote’s angry voice came bellowing frm;n the other
end of the lodge. “Forget game! Fight ogres!
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Hoping the giants ahead could hear their chief, Mej
ten turned and ran for Brianna’s end of the lodge, &
first, Noote's followers seemed confused about what !
happening, While their fellows dropped all around theng
many continued to stomp and kick at Morten, angrily
bellowing about the game being unfair when he used Rhis
axe to fend off their attacks. Then, as their unconscioys
fellows piled on top of each other, the giants seemed i
realize the firbolg was not their greatest problem. Thew
began to work feverishly to unbind each other's handg}
Morten even began to help, cutting their hands free a
he ran past. :

To the bodyguard’s relief, Goboka’s attack was cons
centrated near the center of the lodge. Fifty paces dowg
from the cooking fire, the walls remained intact, and the
giants were moving toward the battle with their clubg
and wooden shields, Occasionally, one of these warrio S
took a swipe at Morten, but the firbolg had little troublél
dodging these halfhearted attacks—especially when thes
aggressor was invariably chastised for wasting times
They had ogres to kill!

By the time Morten reached the far end of the lodges
it was more or less empty. Al the giant warriors werel
back near the cooking fire, bellowing insults at theit:
attackers and trying to work up the courage to raise’
their shields and charge into the onslaught of ogre®
arrows. All that remained here, in the relatively®
untouched corners of the lodge, were a handful of wrins
kled giants too old to do much of anything except watch®
the clan’s whimpering children. None of them made any’
move to stop Morten as he approached Brianna. :

“Are you all right up there?” the bodyguard called.

you.” :
The floor began to tremble as someone broke intoa
charge. Morten spun around to see Noote and his queen
rushing toward him. The bodyguard could not imagine
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had pushed their way through the swarm of

oy he center of the lodge, but there could be no

giants in | o
{]m‘vil—ﬁ:rlinclll:fr his breath, Morten braced himself to

L\ }:11\].1‘-.:_‘hurgv. One giant he could handle, but two—
e t--iimi complaint was interrupted by the muffled
}.“?" ;;-. of a bowstring. The queen cried out in shock and
;1{-1,:;‘“ to stumble. She ma‘maga-d to mkg unr_'\m_urt-" S[Lf.‘[)
before collapsing on her face, the black ﬂ.“u'hm% of an
ogre arrow protruding from one enormous bu’ll\(_)?] k.
The bodyguard felt the -:01;] fingers of panic s |1?'p1_ug
around his heart, at least unu] Ih’;" 1'1;_’;1.1126(} ll_‘J at l.f‘ wasn t]
an ogre that had fired @he shaft. Tavis's L‘i’_’lII‘EH(_)I_l-bkl%}i'l';Ef
i'igus:e stood a short distance beyond th_e q'm:nf‘nr. w11 H1 '1
scrap of filthy hide tied loosely about 1115_3&511:11\(111( u
fomorians standing to either side of him. The au:ut‘u‘ffirl:
trving to nock another arrow, rhm_u,{l; i'w_was S0 wea r
that he could not stand without leaning against the leg o
the female dancing slave.

“Save your strength!” Morten yelled. ‘ _

[he l}-‘uh'gu;-ml allowed Noote to continue his ghzlr:qv,
hen, when the hill giant stooped over to reach for him,
the firbolg hurled his axe. The weapon |_umhl(-:| I'In‘m}g.h.
the air once, then lodged its blade deep in the chieftain’s

e Al 2 |

) ':»IIJ:MI- -In dove away, catching a glimpse of Noote's eyes
growing blank as he pitched fm'wan'cl._ T'he hill giant’s
body did not fall clear to the _L:t'_mm{l. instead lodging
against the wall below Brianna’s feet. _ . .
ll‘a.]"]hk; 1‘;E-]}_mlg picked himself up, Ih.(-n climbed _[\ r;\ntT 5
back and stood on the hlilll giant’s shoulders as he
lucked Brianna off the wall. ‘
: ”L\i\ltii Ff\”c work,” the princess commented. “Now let's
zet out of here—and fast!”

‘g_?\ifhtt:i'i::l glanced over his shoulder and saw that S()l"ﬂ(_[
of the hill giants had decided it would be easier to gt‘r ou\
the entrance than to try squeezing out the holes the
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ogres had opened in the center of their palace. Abouts
two dozen of the huge warriors were rushing toward thes
exit, bellowing war cries and whirling clubs over thejg

heads.

“Fools,” Morten commented. He began to unwrap

Brianna. “Goboka will expect that.”
“But I bet he won't be expecting that, will he?”

The princess pulled her arm free of her loosened 8
bindings and pointed to Tavis. The scout and his fomo=

rian rescuers were rushing straight toward the side of

the room, desperately attempting to avoid the giants :
charging down the center of the lodge. As Morten and

Brianna watched, the fomorians linked arms and low=

ered their shoulders, then hurled themselves through's

the wall with a tremendous crash.

“Let’s go,” Brianna ordered. She pulled the rope off
her legs and tossed it aside, then started to run. “We

don’t want to get left behind.”

* 10 <«
Unexpecteo Help

A few moments after the I’t)nwrifips‘upe-ned .lhe gaping
hole in the side of the FirﬂPaIac{', Tavis and his mn_lpa.n—
ions rushed through it. The scout ran between Morten
and Brianna, who had snatched up two battered hill
giant bucklers to screen the trio’s flanks. Although the
shields were as large and heavy as tower doors, the
princess’s ancestral strength allowed her to carry hm_‘s
as easily the bodyguard did his. The small company di_cl
not bother to guard against frontal a&_:saulls.b for their
fomorian allies had ripped a huge section of hides from
the lodge wall as they exited, then cut a broad swath
through the ogre lines by hurling this tattered canopy
over the heads of their would-be attackers.

Tavis and his companions made it only three steps out
of the lodge before ogre arrows began to pound the
shields on both flanks. The assault sounded like some
sort of crazy drumbeat, reverberating through the wm‘nl
with an erratic cadence of thumps and thuds. Tiny spll_l:a
appeared in the thick planks, each :eprnu_ling the dark tip
of an iron arrowhead. The venomous points were not yet
penetrating far enough to be dangerous, but the scout
knew that soon a shaft would split one of the gray slats
and pierce the flesh of a shield-bearer.

Though Tavis was not carrying either o‘f thg heavy
shields, he found it difficult to keep pace with his com-
panions. Both his mangled arm and the gash ir} his side
throbbed with a deep, boiling pain, while Noote's torture
had scalded his skin to such a degree t_h;fl he felt as
though wasps were stinging every inch of his body. But
his thirst caused the worst suffering. The scout had lost
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so much sweat during the steaming that he felt like he
had not drunk water in a tenday, He could hardly draw

hreath past his swollen tongue, and his joints burned®
with the fiery ache of fever. Even the spots swimming

before his eyes seemed ready to sink into darkness.
Despite his weariness, the scout nocked an arrow as
they stepped onto the canopy the fomorians had laid

over the ogre lines. Soon, the warriors flanking them®
would be in position to try for rear shots. He had to b
ready to answer. Trying to summon the strength to draw®
Bear Driller’s bowstring, Tavis glanced over his shouls®
der—then a tremendous echoing crash rolled over him®
as the Fir Palace came apart, untanned hides and fip

trunks flying in every direction.

At first, Tavis thought Goboka had blasted the lodge ™
with a spell—until he saw the hill giants, following the®
example of their fomorian slaves, come crashing through'®
the walls. The whole lodge seemed to be exploding, like®
a hive no longer able to contain its angry bees, and sud-"

denly there were giants everywhere,
The rain of arrows pounding the trio’s shields dwin:

dled to a trickle, then died away completely as the ogress
scrambled to dodge the canopies of tattered hides and®

splintered tree trunks being hurled at them by the hill
giants. Morten and Brianna tossed the heavy bucklers
aside and, dragging Tavis between them, scrambled

away from the ogre lines, following the fomorians®

toward the nearest stand of fir trees.

As the trio sprinted into the copse, powerful jolts and

heavy shocks began to rumble from the direction of the®
Fir Palace. Tavis glanced back and saw that the ogres ™
had recovered from the initial shock of their foes™8
charge and were again firing. A handful of hill giants™

already lay sprawled on the ground, and several others

were taking their last lurching steps. But many more
were still charging forward behind their huge shields,

their long legs carrying them toward their enemies with
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incredible Si '“'(.I' : .

A different kind of crashing began to roll across the
field: the sound of massive cluh&_lr_ms:mhmg anything '._h;u
might conceal an ogre archer. Fir trees came tumbling
down, boulders went clattering across the V.‘lih-_y floor,
hillocks of soft ground burst apart. Tavis and his com-
panions did not tarry to watch the carnage, but contin-
ued deeper into the stand. The sudden reversal of the
battle’s course made little difference to them. They had
to put as much distance between themselves and the vic-
tors, whether ogres or hill giants, as possible.

By the time they finally caught the fomorians, Tavis
could hardly stand. His vision had narrowed to 2 long
black tunnel, his shaking legs could barely support him,
and his throat was so swollen he feared it would close up
entirely. Fighting the urge to collapse, he staggered over
to the bank of the tiny stream where their allies had
stopped, then threw himself face first into the cold
walers.

When he finished drinking, the scout found Brianna
and Morten standing next to him. From outside the
thicket, the constant thunder of hammering clubs and
falling giants suggested the combat had grown even
more intense during the few moments it had taken him
to quench his thirst.

Ig and the dancing girl had crossed to sit on the oppo-
site shore and were calmly pulling apart the rotten car-
cass of a deer they had apparently brought from the Fir
Palace in the cook’s shoulder satchel. Although the meat
was so putrid that even an ogre wouldn’t have eaten it,
Tavis was not surprised to see the pair gorging them-
selves on it. The fomorian diet consisted of the most
nexious, virulent refuse that they could find—and if
something was too fresh, they would often take it home
to rot for a time.

Brianna placed her hand on Tavis's shoulder. “If
you've quenched your thirst, I should cast my spells.”

267



Trov DENNING

The scout was disappointed to see that the princes
did not meet his eyes. He started to ask if somethip
was wrong, then thought better of it and remaingg
silent. Of course something was wrong. Last night
Brianna had learned the truth about her father'ss
betrayal. Tavis could only guess how that knowledge

made her feel—sad, angry, lost perhaps—but he knews

for certain that those emotions would be as powerful agh
the terrible despair he was feeling over Avner’s loss.

[n the back of his mind, the scout kept hearing the
boy’s footsteps padding through the thicket. He half
expected the young thief to appear and announce thal
the whole thing had been an elaborate joke, but Tavis
knew that would not happen. Thousand-foot falls werg f
not jokes. Avner was gone, and all the wishful thinki
in the world would not bring him back. ]

When Tavis made no move to lie down, Brianna gen-
tly pushed him onto his back and purified his injuries
with blessed water, then laid her amulet on his stomach
wound. “T'll start with this one.” i

“No.” Tavis moved the talisman up to his sternums
The stomach wound was by far the most dangerous and®
agonizing of his injuries, but he didn’t care. He had no:
intention of allowing Brianna to go the way of Avner, and
he would be better able to defend her if his bruised
chest did not interfere with drawing his bowstring, “If
you only have two spells, cast them on my chest and my
arm.”

Srianna frowned. “This is only a bruise,” she said}8
touching his discolored sternum. “It isn’t dangerous.”

“It hinders me when I pull my bow,” the scout replied:

“And right now, that’s more dangerous than any wound I

have.”

The princess nodded, then did as he asked. Tavis®

could not help hissing as Hiatea’s symbol began to glow
with white heat, searing his already scalded skin.

The sound drew gap-toothed smiles from both fomorians. &
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«] thought we were on the same side,” Tavis com-
}I'“;I,(t[lln good,” replied the female. She gave Ig a coy
il !}u'-u added, “Pain mean you alive.”

'k“-i-i'f]}pn maybe you'd like some of your own,” growled
Ml-'};;:l::'ll mind them,” Tavis said. As he spoke, the color
of his bruised chest was I|ghlr;:mng from bl.at‘?]:(.l‘:‘w}‘}-pllrl}l]t
to pale crimson, and he c.ull]{]ul.eel t‘ht:‘ gmldetos 8 str::ngt 1
coursing through his bones. “That’s just their nature. e

“If you say so.” The bodyguard stood and_:slarted bzmﬂl\
toward the battle. “T'll go see what's happening at the Fir
Pal\:l: t‘\"l()l'[t‘ﬂ left, Brianna moved her lalisman’l‘o the
scout’s arm and cast her second healing gpeli, T'o the
t_'mn(.-rtarls' obvious disappuimmel‘]t‘ Tavis 1‘emamed.
quiet as the scarred flesh uu_hiﬁ forearm s_]uwl._\r
smoothed itself back to normal. He felt more of Hiatea's
magic flowing up through his shoulder, and even the
weakness caused by his dehydration seemed fo Ia:f]('_

Jrianna left her talisman in place for several minutes.
Only after the magical glow had faded and the silver had
turned cold did she take it from Tavis’s arm. ‘

“I hope that’s better.” She still did not meet his eyes.

The scout stood, then grabbed Bear Driller ;ln_d (_h\-\w
the bowstring back. The effort caused a little pain in all
his wounds, but he now felt more than strong enough to
nock a few ogre arrows on its string. _

“I should be able to kill a few ogres now,” hevsmd‘

“Then you'll need some arrows,” Morten said, return-
ing from his observation post. He was carrying a tu_l]
quiver of ogre arrows in one hand and stone hand axe in
the other. “I took these from a dead ogre at the edge of
the stand.”

“The battle’s still going strong?” Tavis asked. The
scout noticed that Morten's throat wound was zgt‘mul to
fester again, for it had grown red and swollen. “There’s
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no sign that the ogres are coming after us?” A

“They couldn’t if they wanted to.” The bodyguard
handed the quiver to Tavis. “The giants are going after
them like bears after dogs.”

The report alarmed the scout. “What about the
shaman?” he asked. “Isn’t he doing anything to help higt
warriors?”

Morten shook his head. “Not that I can see.” b

“We'd better get out of here, fast,” Tavis said. “If#
Goboka’s not helping his warriors, he's looking for us.2 8

Tavis turned to leave, but when the fomorians stood

up to follow, Morten grabbed the scout by the shoulder,

“Are we going to let them come with us?” ]
“0oo0 help you,” the female reminded Morten. “Youl

help Ooo and Ig.”
“Smashing palace wall easy,” said Ig, stepping to}

Ooo’s side. “But need Tavis Burdun to leave valley.”
Tavis nodded. “It’s a fair bargain.”

“I suppose so.” The bodyguard stepped close to Tavis, %

then spoke more quietly. “But be careful. You can't trust
fomorians.” '

a chance,” Brianna said. She glanced at¥

Tavis, then looked away. “I recall both of us saying thel
same thing about a certain firbolg—and look how wrong
we were.”

“This is different,” Morten grumbled. ;

Tavis smiled to himself, then led the way through thel
thicket. With Ig half staggering and half hopping along
behind them, there was no possibility of moving with
any kind of stealth. The scout tried to reduce the likelis
hood of ambush by traveling as far ahead of his compan-
ions as practical, but he did not think his efforts would
do much good. The fomorian’s gait was so clumsy that,
even with the din of battle still raging around the Fir
Palace, a careful listener almost anywhere in the valley 1
would hear him crashing through the thicket, Tavis tried

not to worry about the noise, since there was little he or
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vone else could do about it.

In contrast to Ig, Ooo moved with the uncanny silence
typical to most fomorians. Her immense !I‘l{lll'(‘-n seemed
to glide through the thicket in 5i‘<}w motion. ‘n‘h{_' made
no wasted gestures, placed each foot with precision and
care. She was so graceful that the scout even began to
think of her as beautiful—though in a dangerous sort of
way. Tavis had seen enough carnage wrought by her
race to know fomorians used their remarkable stealth
for purposes as twisted as their forms.

They reached the edge of the stand. The scout
motioned for the others to wait, then stood behind a fir
hole and studied the ground ahead. The small field was
dotted with boulders, tufts of long yellow-green grass,
and bright clumps of dainty alpine flowers. There was no
sign of the battle between Goboka’s horde and the hill
giants, but Tavis knew better than to assume there were
no ogres nearby just because he did not see them.

Across the small field, a ridge of barren bedrock
curved toward the cliff with the High Gate. The granite
face stood at such an angle that neither the fault cave
nor the timber road was visible, but the scout could see
a well-traveled giant path leading up the crest of the
ridge. From what little he remembered of the journey
down from the gate, the trail was both long and arduous,
and they would be visible for much of its length.

They could not risk ascending it during the day.
Goboka would certainly see them, and with Ig stagger-
ing along in their company, they were not fast enough to
flee the shaman. It would be better to wait until dark. He
and Qoo would sneak up the trail first, slaying any sen-
tries that the victors of today’s battle sent to guard the
gate. Brianna and the others would follow later.

As the scout turned to tell the others of his decision, a
sharp thunk sounded on the tree behind him. He
dropped to the ground, an arrow already nocked. Some-
thing hissed past his head and thumped into the tree

an
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bole ahead, then bounced to the ground. It was not an
ogre's arrow, as he had expected. The missile was 2 38
small round rock, such as might be hurled from a sling.

Tavis’s first thought was of Avner, but of course that iRl
was ridiculous. The boy was dead. :

Another stone hissed overhead and bounced off the
same tree, pitting the bark just inches above the mark
left by the first, The slinger was either missing on purs e
pose, Tavis realized, or had just gauged the distance {o%
his target. The scout scrambled into a seated position;
looking in the direction from which the stones had™®
come., '
Across the field, a human boy stood behind a boulder?
using one arm to gesture at Tavis. His other arm was
bound to his side as though it had been injured. )

Tavis did not lower his bow. Avner had fallen a thow
sand feet, and if his body was now standing across the®
field waving, the scout could think of only one explana:!
tion. Goboka had animated the boy’s corpse. Thel
shaman was trying to lure them into a trap. J

Tavis pulled his bowstring back. 4

Avner's eyes widened, and he ducked down behind
the boulder. “Whatever it is, [ didn’t do it!”

“Avner?” Tavis gasped. The boy certainly didn't sound 3
dead.

“What are you, blind?” The youth peered over the top
of the boulder. “Of course it's me.”

“But Kol . . . Rog pushed you off the platform!” |

“Do 1 look like I fell a thousand feet?” Avner cautiously’®
rose so that Tavis could see his entire body.

The scout had to admit that the boy looked far tog}
healthy to have suffered the fall. Even if Kol had cush=8
ioned the youth’s landing, the impact would have twisted %
his body info something more akin to the fomorians:
Tavis lowered his bow. Even if there had been reason {0
loose an arrow, he could not have hit his target. He was ¥
so filled with relief that his hands were trembling.
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“How did you—"

«1 ater. There are ogres about,” the boy said. “That's
why 1 was trying to get your attention without shouting,”

“That wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Tavis replied,
listening 10 1g come (‘l'}l‘ﬂhi.ﬂ}{ up behind him. “Stealth is
no longer our strong point.”

“Then we'd better hurry,” Avner said. “I don’t know
how long Basil will wait. He’s nervous about the ogres.”

“Basil?” asked Morten, joining the scout. The body-
guard sounded as suspicious as Tavis had been a
1.11(1! nent earlier.

“He still wants his books,” Avner explained. “Now, are

you coming or what? It's not like I'm charging a toll.”
" Tavis stood and led the way across the field. Once
they were past the ridge and had a clear view of the
High Gate, he could see why Avner was concerned. On
top of the granite ridge, well beyond the bend where the
scout could have seen them from the fir stand, a dozen
ogres where sprinting toward the timber road. Goboka
was behind them, strolling up the hill at a more leisurely
pace. Fortunately for the scout and his friends, the cliff
was casting a dark shadow over their group. Even if the
shaman had heard them calling to each other, it would
be difficult for him to find them in the deep shade.

No sooner had the scout reached this conclusion than
the shaman’s head slowly turned toward their position.
Despite the distance, Tavis could see a fierce purple
light gleaming in his eyes, and he knew that the ogre
had spied them.

“He sees us!” Brianna gasped.

“He can't!” Avner replied. “I was hiding in these same
shadows when he started up the trail, and he looked
right at me without doing anything. Why should he see
us now?"

“Perhaps because of this,” said Morten. The body-
guard held his fingers out for the others to see. They
were covered with yellow ichor from the sore on his
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throat, which had begun to fester again. “I felt thel
wound swelling as we escaped the Fir Palace. It started
to ooze right before he looked down at us.”

“You think he’s tracking us through the bite?” Brianng

asked.

Morten nodded. “It explains how he reacted sg i
quickly when we rescued you on the glacier.” The bodys8
guard fixed his eyes on the ground. “My wound was fes= =8

tering then, too.”

Tavis cursed under his breath. “That explains why he8

didn’t kill you on Coggin's Rise,” the scout surmised

“He knew that if anyone came after Brianna, you'd be 8

among them.”

Tears of shame began to roll down Morten’s cheeks!

“I should have realized it earlier.”

“Why? None of us did,” Tavis said. He placed a reas:
suring hand on the bodyguard's arm. “It's not youg
fault.” '

“And it's not going to stop us from escaping,” Avners
added. “Goboka and his ogres have a long climb.”

*\m[ we have an even longer one—with them .llwad,
of us,” Morten countered. He looked up at the u.u,rgy
ridge above. “It won't be easy to fight our way up that.”

“We don't need to. Basil will lower a rope, then he's
got something figured that'll get us up in no time.®
Avner pointed across a small field to the base of the t.hff '
where the mangled bodies of Kol and Rog lay in a heap!
)t']n\.\’ the High Gate. “All we have to do is run over
there.’

The youth started toward the cliff, trotting across lhe
valley on a course roughly parallel to the trail the ogress
were climbing to the base of the timber road. As Tavish
and the others followed, the scout glanced up and saws
Goboka watching them with a thoughtful expressioni$
The shaman glanced toward the platform outside thes
High Gate and looked back to them.

Goboka pointed his finger down the trail, to where a,
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rocky slope spilled down from the ridge crest, directly
above the small field Tavis and his companions had to
cross. The shaman cried out in the guttural language of
his race. A deep, pulsing vibration shot through the floor
of the valley, then a deafening crack rang off the canyon
walls. Huge boulders began to slip free of the scarp face
and tumble down the steep hillside,

“He's trying to cut us off!” Tavis velled. “Run faster!”

They broke into a sprint, their eves fixed on the hill-
side above. The landslide built slowly, for the bedrock
ridge did not crumble easily and would not have broken
apart at all save for the incredible power of Goboka's
magic. As the boulders went bouncing down the scarp,
they occasionally knocked more rocks loose, but the
result was nothing like the cascade of loose stone that
had nearly killed l‘ma in Runolf’s couloir. By the time
the small company’s leaders, Avner and Brianna,
reached the field’s edge, less than a dozen boulders
were tumbling down the slope above them.

Goboka's voice rang out again, and another tremen-
dous crack rang through the valley. This time, his spell
was more successful, Near the crest of the ridge, a cur-
tain of powdered rock shot into the air, then a mountain-
ous slab of granite came free and slid downslope. It
began to break apart, producing a tremendous rock-
slide. The cloud of rock dust rolled down the scarp and
spread out over the field like a gray, bitter-smelling fog.

Morten rushed up and took Tavis's arm, half dragging
the scout into the choking haze ahead. “Let me help you
along, runt!”

As they rushed across the field, the scout found
himself gagging on the billowing dust. He could not
see Brianna and Avner—though he hoped they had
already cleared the danger. He and Morten veered
away from the ridge as much as possible, Even so, dirf
and gravel, surging ahead of the main avalanche,
pelted their flanks, while boulders came bouncing past

275




Troy DENNING

their heads with alarming frequency. Above the roag
Tavis heard the arrhythmic beat of Ig’s gait uashmg
along behind them. Ooo was gliding along with the®
fornorian, cursing his three mismatched legs and her=S
self for staying at his side.

Tavis heard a dull thud as a small boulder, no largess

than a human head, ricocheted off Morten's shouldeg®
The bodyguard groaned and stumbled. W 1llmul slowing$
down, the scout feaned into his companion’s flank and¥
propped him up. Together they staggered forward until§
the dust began to clear and no more stones came boung=s
ing past. A short distance ahead Brianna and Avneg
stood on a gentle rise, safely beyond the rockslide,

A loud crack c;oumled behind Tavis. Ig yelled in pain$
then there was a crd\h as lhe twu fnmm ians [f’” to

Ooo Wd\ a ahmi (11~,l‘1nu away, knvcllnp .md alunne'
A churning wall of stone was roaring down the slope a8
swallow them. '

restrained him. “There’s no time.”
Realizing the wisdom of the bodyguard’s words, Ta
Hht]u((‘d ()on gol lll) iﬁ needs he Ip'"

himself up enough to prop his shortest leg beneath hiss
body, but seemed unable to rise farther without teetetss
ing like a drunken hill giant. Ooo did better, leaping i@
her feet in a single graceful motion. When she turnes
toward Ig and saw the wall of stone boiling toward he !
her eyes grew as large as moons. There was a goo
chance that both she and Ig could escape if she helpe
him, but Ooeo simply turned toward Tavis. 3
She began to run, calling over her shoulder, “Goot
bye, Ig.” !
[g raised his head to look at her back. “Good-by€s

il
P
(1
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0oo.” Then, as the rockslide swallowed him up, he
added, “Coward hag!”

Ooo danced past the two firbolgs with no sign of
remorse for 1g's death. “Hurry!” The fomorian pointed
toward the ridge above, where the ogres ahead of
Goboka had drawn to within a few hundred paces of the
timber road. “Not much time.”

After casting a last glance at the talus pile where Ig lay
buried, Tavis started across the last dozen paces to
where the giants lay. Basil's voice echoed down from the
High Gate platform.

“Stand clear!”

The scout looked up in time to see a dark circle of
cord spinning down from above. At first, he did not
understand what Basil was doing, for he had never seen
a rope that could reach such a distance. But the spool
kept descending, the line growing impossibly long as
coil after coil unfurled, until the last loop opened and the
end of the rope snapped to a stop just a few paces away.

“That’s some rope,” Morten observed.

“It sure is,” Tavis replied.

“It's magic,” Avner explained impatiently. “Come on!”

The youth led the way past the jumbled hills of flesh
and bone that were the remains of Rog and Kol. He
stopped about fifteen paces from the cliff face, where the
rope hung with several loops tied into the last twenty
feet of the line. When Tavis followed and looked up, it
did not seem the cord was dangling from the High Gate
S0 much as ascending straight into the sky.

“You two first,” Tavis said, motioning to Brianna and
Avner.

“No,” Avner said. “Basil said the two heaviest people
should go up first.”

Ooo did not need a second invitation. She stepped
over to the line and grabbed a loop, then quickly pulled
\:'{' self up to make room for Morten. The bodyguard

48 more reluctant,
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“That rope doesn’t look strong enough to hold Oog
alone,” the firbolg said, eyeing the line suspiciously,
“Don’t worry, Basil's taken care of everything.” Avnep
heid a loop open for the firbolg’s foot. “Just climb in.”
The bodyguard secured his hand axe beneath thet
greasy cord serving as his belt, then placed his foot ig
the noose and climbed into position below Ooo. ]
“Snap the rope twice,” Avner called. “Hold on tight.”
The fomorian plucked the rope as instructed. The

resulting vibration seat a deep, sonorous hum singings
across the meadow, then the muted rattle of chaing

rolled down from the High Gate. Ooo and Morten shof
upward, their quivering cries of astonishment trailing
after them. A distant tolling, not unlike the knell of a8
alarm bell, echoed over the valley.

“What's that?” Brianna asked.

“You'll see in a second,” Avner said. “But right nowy
we'd better step back.” ‘

By the time they did as the boy suggested, Tavis
could see the source of all the clamor. The High Gates

and its chains were sliding down the face of the cliff
trailing a long dark cord. Apparently, Basil had run the
other end of the rope through one of the iron hooks set
into the cliff above the fault cave, then tied it to the hoist=§
ing chains and cut them loose. Now the entire gate
assembly was plunging groundward, serving as a coufis
terweight to pull the immense bulk of Ooo and Morten:
up to the platform. .
Realizing what would happen when the immenses
weight hit the ground, Tavis pulled Avner and Brianna :
behind a boulder. The gate and chains smashed down a
second later. The resulting crash was so loud they didn’t}
even hear it; their ears simply began to ache with terri-
ble, ringing pain. They were bucked high into the air
and came down sprawied atop each other. Sheets of red .
gore, all that remained of Rog and Kol's crushed bodies,
sprayed over the top of boulder and coated the field for
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sens of paces around. ;

'.I‘;u\-'ia looked up. Ooo and Morten, so distant that ih}-;\;
.,,,;..ulﬂ'(l to be nothing more li‘mn blobby r:»h;lduws with
fu-mg and legs, were scr;un!}[um over the edge uf!hv
.[:l;lli-U”“- At the other end of the h;u_mm;z road, the [l_rs:t
oare was just setting foot onto the timbers and starting

j yward the fault cave, :

“[.'ilflw Lcnul felt Avner tugging on his arm. When he
looked down, he saw the bu_v's; lips moving but heard
nothing. The ringing in his ears was so loud he mml‘d
hardly hear his own thoughts, much less someone’s
words. The youth gave up frying to talk an(‘l ran toward
the gate, which lay smashed into a dozen pieces. Avner
climbed up a hoisting chain to where thL_’ rope had been
connected to the gate and began to untie 1t._Jusl above
the knot he was working on, there was a sus':es_nl loops
similar to those in which Morten and Qoo had ridden up
to the platform. . 5%

Tavis climbed up the hoisting chain 1)('1'()I‘t-j I)n;m_n;l.
taking the highest position on the rope himself. It
appeared that Basil and the others would have to pqu
them up to the platform by hand. The scout didn’t know
how long that would take, but feared the ogres would be
waiting at the top. He certainly did not want the princess
to be the first one they plucked off the rope.

Once Avner and Brianna had secured themselves
beneath him, Tavis jerked the line as Ooo had done ear-
lier. The trio did not shoot into the sky as l'h'u fomorian
and Morten had, but rose rapidly and steadily. At first,
the ascent was rather painful, for the rope t_ll‘zlggt-ti them
along the cliff face, scraping their skin raw. rhey_ soon
learned to work together to keep the soles of their fl-_‘t‘{
pressed against the stone, so that they found themselves
more or less running up the granite w:all, _ 3

Tavis spent most of the {rip craning his neqk in an
effort to see what Goboka and his ogres were doing. He
quickly lost sight of the warriors as the last one started

de
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up the timber road, but the shaman himself was simply
standing on the ridge watching them. The scout would
have preferred to see the brute waddling up the trail as
fast as his stubby legs would carry him. If Goboka was
not worried, then Tavis was.

As the underside of the platform grew larger, the rings "

ing in the scout's ears grew fainter. By the time he
glimpsed flashes of Basil’s hands pulling the rope up
through the chain slots, Tavis could hear—not quite nor
mally, but well enough to communicate.

“Where are the ogres?” he yelled.

“Close, but we have time,” came the response.

“Not enough,” Tavis growled. “Without the gate,
they'll catch us in the cave.”

“No, they won't,” Avner said proudly. “Once we’re up,
just start running. Leave the rest to Basil and me.”

“If it's all the same to you, I think I'll have Bear Driller
ready,” Tavis replied.

The scout pulled his bow off his shoulder. As Basil

raised him through the chain slot, he jumped onto the

platform, already nocking a black shaft. He slipped past
his three panting companions and took aim down the
road. The ogres were less than fifty paces away, easily
within arrow range, but their bows remained slung over
their backs and they were carrying hand axes or
warhammers instead. Tavis quickly realized the reason
for their choice of weaponry. If they shot the people
hauling the rope up, they would send Brianna plunging
to her death—and that was the last thing Goboka
wanted,

Tavis had no such concerns about the welfare of the
ogres. He loosed his first shaft and dropped the leader of
the pack. The others leaped over him and continued
charging. As the scout nocked his second shaft, he
heard Avner scrambling onto the platform. Taking his
own advice, the youth rushed straight into the fault cave.

Tavis fired again, dropping another ogre. The next
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two brutes kept coming, their purple eyes gleaming with

bloodlust. : :
Brianna jumped onto the platform and rushed into the

cave after Avner, yelling, “I'll make us a light!”

[avis nocked another arrow. The ogres were less than
thirty steps away.

Before the scout could fire, Basil brushed past him.
“You may as well save your arrow!”

The verbeeg kneeled at the edge of the platform
where it joined the hanging road, then pulled his dagger
and began to carve. Tavis peered over Basil's shoulder
and saw that the runecaster had already cut an elaborate
symbol into the wood and was just efching the last line.

" “Go!” Basil urged.

Tavis started to back toward the cave, then thought
hetter of it and glanced toward Goboka. The shaman
remained where he had been standing all along, but was
now stretching one arm toward the platform.

Morten started to scream, but the cry quickly
changed to a choking gurgle. Tavis swung around to see
an ogre’s gnarled fingers shooting from the sore on the
bodyguard’s throat. An eerie blue aura of magical
=-m-r',u_\- was dancing over the digits, crackling and snap-
ping like lightning. In the next instant, the shaman'’s
entire hand appeared, its black talons straining for
Basil's back. Morten began to stumble forward against
his will, as though Goboka were pulling him toward the
runecaster.

The bodyguard dropped to his knees behind Basil. In
words so garbled Tavis could barely understand them,
he gurgled, “Throw me over!” :

Goboka’s arm stretched forward and ripped Basil
away from his work.

“Do it!” Morten urged.

The scout glanced down the road and saw that the
ogres were still twenty paces away. “No.”

Tavis reached down and jerked the hand axe from
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Morten's makeshift belt, then brought the blade dog :

on the ichor-covered appendage protruding from#

hodyguard’s throat. The blow severed the arm with 4

sort of wet crackle, The stump of the limb recedeq o
the festering sore from which it had come, and a paing i
wail rang out from the ridge. .

Tavis glanced toward the sound and saw Goboks
clutching his shoulder. Even from so far away, the sis
could see that nothing hung below the elbow

“Give me that!” Morten growled.

Tavis felt the axe being ripped from his hand,

saw Morten charge down the road to meet the ogres

“Come back, Morten!" Tavis yelled.

“I can’t finish the rune with vou down there!® B3
added. “You'll be killed.”

“That what he wants, verbeeg,” Ooo said. “Finish
rune.” £

“No,” Tavis replied. “We can cure—"

Qoo shoved her way past the scout, nearly knoge
him from the platform. “No time for stupid feelings™ s

The fomorian snatched Basil's dagger and, as Mg _'
crashed into the ogre pack, carved the rune's last

A coating of bright green moss instantly spread'd
the path. The timbers began to rot, dropping away
steady stream of decomposing matter. A deep gré
sounded from the wooden buttresses, then the hangia
road tilted steeply, spilling Morten and the ravaged 08
pack toward the valley floor.

Ooo dropped the dagger at Basil's side. “Escape €@
plete. Now bargain done.” The fomorian stepped into
fault cave. Without looking back, she called, “GoogH
Tavis Burdun.” i

»17 <

Goboka Returns

From deep in the forest echoed a loud, sharp thump,
then something began to crash through the underbrush
soward them. Too exhausted to leap up, Tavis and his
three companions nla_:\§'lly-' gat hered their weapons and
dragged themselves to their feet.

Do we run or fight?” asked Avner.

“] can’t do either—at least not well,” Basil complained.
“P'm too tired.”

The company had been on the move for two solid days
and had glimpsed the distant figure of a lone, one-armed
ogre often enough to know Goboka was dogging their
trail. Apparently, the rest of the ogres—if any had sur-
yived the battie at Noote’s lodge—remained trapped in
the hill giant valley, for the shaman had no warriors with
him. To make certain, Tavis had even circled back twice
and found signs of only their single pursuer.

“Maybe we should hide,” Brianna said. “If we're too
tired to run or fight, that's our only option.”

Tavis shook his head. “The cover's not good enough.”

They were standing beside a cold bog, surrounded by
sWamp spruce, white birch, and tamarack. The terrain
was flat and level in all directions, with nothing to offer
Protection except fallen tree trunks and a single boulder.
Unli?}ij‘is'l ﬁf)flfiiia wouldn’t make so much noise

-9 3 Salr &_(1{!3-_$f;‘e'{_1 us,” the scout add.c-‘{l. :
i tI‘:{f E;!il:; I‘lfr]%}ir.“}i(}ka' suggested Brnmna.‘st‘arllui

What arc. o If he can see us, we ‘sin_:ul(l see him foo.

Bria;l ; {:rrfiu 1nh1[)¥_\‘!n§gf‘. asked I-)as_tl._ Sk
Noise ig’{‘_:"i;-{m;‘ig _h:--: finger ;‘uld 115-1{! it in ll.).i: air. F]]E?T

1g from downwind,” she said. “Whatever's
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coming, I'd say it smelled us.”

“A bear?” Avner asked.

Two more thumps echoed through the woods.
unseen beast snorted in alarm, then seemed to regajy
footing and continue crashing through the umlergm :
Tavis could now hear its footfalls well enough 1o reg
the creature was galloping.

“It's a horse,” the scout said.

“Blizzard?” Brianna gasped.

A loud whinny rang off the trees, then the hopeas

white-flecked head and chest came flying into view,
hooves barely clearing the jumble of logs over wh
she had leaped. She caught sight of Brianna and wh
nied again, galloping toward the princess as fast as
could. The mare looked as haggard and tired as the'fos
companions. Her coat was dull and rough, so smeare
with dirt and mud that it was more brown than bia
Her mane and tail were tangled with burrs, and she'
lost so much weight that her ribs stuck out like sticks!

Brianna stepped away from the boulder and spre
her arms. Blizzard did not slow down until she¥
almost upon the princess, and the impact as she¥
loped into her mistress’s arms would have sent a smal
woman tumhling into the cold bog. As it was, Biig
stumbled and nearly fell, but the near mishap did
wipe the smile from her face.

Tavis found the sight of Brianna's gleaming teet
welcome one. It was the first time he had seen her Sm
in longer than he cared to remember. ]

The princess finally released Blizzard's neck@
began to stroke the mare’s nose. “It looks like youts
had a rough time of it, girl,” she said. “You must-be
ready to go home as [ am.”

“Home?” Avner gasped. “Back to the castle?”

The smile vanished from Brianna's lips. “That’s
She nodded. “I must face my father.”

“Are you sure that's prudent?” asked Basil. “In all
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urn you to the ogres.

2 1ell ret ; . LA
jihood, he'll ¢ [ tell the earls the price he paid to win his

uNot before

. dom,” she replied. : >
km'ft‘i;“::.umni is that?” Avner objected. “Half of them
“What | '

1d do the same thing! They won’t defy their king to
wotil ol

prl:‘[t[‘:‘.l }\]:Tllsn'l deserve to be their k.?ngT:' Brianna
napped. “When he made his hen'gau_l \Vj.ll] (mb(.:ka. he
E'-l}"rfm-nm- me alone. He betrayed his kingdom!”

l"IH(;\.'L' so?” Basil asked. ; =

“The king has sired no other ch]lcfren, 3rianna
explained. “If the ogres take me, there’s no legitimate
heir to the throne. Hartsvale will fall into anarchy when
my father dies.” g inie <

“And that's why we must go back,” Tavis said. The
scout chose not to comment on the other, more ghastly
possibility: that the Twilight Spirit would help some
giant get a child on her—a half-breed who would, in
time, become heir to Hartsvale's throne. “We must make
the earls understand the king’s crime.”

“Not we.” Brianna took Tavis’s hand between hers and
looked into his eyes. “You've already done more for me
than I deserve.”

“Brianina, that's not possible,” the scout protested.

“It is, especially given my poor behavior,” the princess
insisted. “I should never have doubted you, but I swear
in Hiatea's name it will never happen again. Please for-
give me.

Tavis felt the heat rising to his cheeks. “My lady, I
already have,” he replied. “All I ask in return is that you
au{"w_f“l" to stand with you during the trying days to
come.

"

Brianna's eyes grew watery, and she released Tavis's

hand. “T only wish I could,” she said. “But Avner is right
:[h‘(tm My chances with the earls. When we réach Castle
b fu,r,wu'l‘-' l want you to wait in the woods. If I fail, take the

Oy and go find your tribe. You're a remarkable firbolg,
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and I'm sure there will be a place for you.”

Tavis shook his head. “You know 1 can’t do that »
said. “Now more than ever, you need a bodyguardes
I'm the only firbolg available for the job.”

“But what of Avner?” Brianna demanded. “If we fail
won't be safe for him in Hartsvale.” .

“It would be safer than sending him (o live with fi
bolgs!” Basil protested. “The child wouldn't last tweg day
in such a stern society.” '

“Besides, my place is at Tavis’s side,” Avner said,

“If Brianna and I fail, your place will be with Basil "8
scout countered. “You aren’t going into the castle,®

Avner rolled his eyes and sighed. “If that’s what
want.”

“This won't be like the time you let Morten wallcin
the ogre ambush,” Tavis warned. “I mean what I say®

“So do 1,” Avner replied. He met the firbolg’sié
squarely. “I won't disappoint you this time.”

“I know you won’t.” Tavis ruffled the boy’s hait,
looked back to Brianna. “See? We're all set.”

“Almost,” the princess said. “But there’s one thing
must promise me.”

“As long as it's in my power,” the scout replied. }

“Itis,” Brianna said. “You mustn’t let my father refu
me to the ogres. Kill me first.”

“I couldn’t raise a hand against you!” he objected.

“What I ask is well within your power,” Briang
insisted. “To deny me this promise is to break ¥&
word.” .

Tavis looked away, but the princess stepped arow
and forced him to look at her.

“T've told you what I want. Will you obey?"

A knot formed in the scout's throat, but he nodd
“My last arrow will be for you,” he said. “But, if it con
to that, the first one will be for your father.”

“Agreed,” Brianna replied. “It will be better to end HE

Hartwick dynasty quickly, so that a powerful earl
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the throne before the others start plotting and
geize the -
ino . '
-“fl“\.'m”"]“f”; vou've developed a plan for what you're
I'm 8 '] , inside the castle, but what about getting us
do insid

. ; J
going 1 “As exhausted as we are, we can't

there?” asked Basil
outrun GO
Tavis 1
“Sooner or later,
fatigue. S (&
Wt:'"![:-I‘;.ﬁ llm‘f: h'u;-.r‘-t him here.” Brianna studied the bog
for 2 moment, then s:tifi._"l-lwre's Wh{il _we'[l do.” ‘
When the princess finished explaining her ;1!&11, Tavis
shook his head. “It puts you in too much ‘E‘i-sk.' he said.
“ou'll suffocate if something goes wrong. ]
“We all share in the risk,” Brianna countered. “And if
something goes wrong, I want to suffocate. I'd rather die
than fall into Goboka’s hands again.”
Basil passed his hand axe to the princess. “In that
case, the hunted shall become the hunter.”

boka.” _ 1] .
dded. “You're right about that,” he said.

we'll have to rest—or pass out from

Either way, the shaman will catch us long before

W e

From his hiding place in a log tangle, Tavis watched
Goboka'’s bulky figure approach. The shaman could not
have had much rest in past two days, but he showed
little sign of fatigue. His strides were long and steady,
his eyes alert, and his jaw set with determination. Even
his wound seemed to be healing. From the stump of his
severed arm dangled the beginnings of a new limb, com-
plete with a tiny elbow, wrist, and hand.

Goboka stopped twenty paces from the bog. His pur-
ple eyes narrowed and glared over the gray mud at the
Weary Brianna, who sat in the center of the quagmire on
a hastily constructed raft of three logs. The ogre’s gaze
flickered to the opposite bank, where Blizzard stood
nickering and scraping at the shore with her hooves,
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then his nostrils flared. He scowled and dropped g ‘
knees, sniffing at the ground as a wolf might.

Cursing under his breath, Tavis nocked an arpau
Goboka had stopped a good dozen steps short of
cross fire he and Basil had set up, but the scout ks
their target would come no closer. Ogres normally dlﬂ
not have an acute sense of smell, so it seemed appagens
the shaman had used magic to enhance his—and if i
spell was half as powerful as a wolf’s nose, it would ygg
take him long to find his ambushers. i

Tavis rose and fired. At the sound of Bear DrilleHes

bowstring, the shaman sprang to his feet. As fast as han

in alarm. Cursing in the guttural language of his peoplés
he ripped the shaft from his wound and flung it away. "8
“Now, Basil!” Tavis yelled. The scout was already
nocking another arrow. '
Goboka's eyelids began to droop and he sank to
haunches, but he managed to pull a clay vial from

tle into his mouth and bit down. Runnels of bright blugs
fluid spilled from the corners of his mouth and dribbiéas
down his chin, bubbling and hissing, sending wispSul
blood-colored vapor up past his nose. §

The scout released his bowstring, aiming for oneas
the shaman’s sleepy eyes. The ogre’s lethargic gaze W
fixed on his attacker, seemingly oblivious to the stréas
ing shaft. Tavis’s hand dropped reflexively toward 1SS
quiver, but he found himself thinking he might not needs
another arrow—until, almost casually, Goboka tippets
his head aside and allowed the shaft to hiss past.

Basil rose from his hiding place, also in a log taﬁglﬁ? ,

and flung a flat runestone toward the ogre. With smOKES
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: . enewing from its edges, the rock sailed
and ”:m-“,'(!“h“k;f The shaman looked toward the siz-
_.;l.mighf _Ill,” 11;.-” raised the stump of his arm into the air
illillillg.::’“";;lrlﬂ“. tiny hand growing a its end, tapped the
disc m{fl. e o straight for Tavis.
came ShoOUE ¢ 0 i mself from the log tangle and

The scout hul led himseli fror 20 Mg ion
olled, trying to put as nult_‘_h distance between himself
= ;‘“;L_. runestone as possible. A loud thump echoed
;_!]I]‘I'(Ul.lgl] the forest as the disc buried itself '}n a log. Th?
sizzle deepened to a ru nlbIe: became a roar ing
crescendo, and finally exploded with a (leafen,mg cl‘ap.

An eerie tranquility Rt‘itled_ over the wood. The silence
lasted only an instant before it was shattered by thf; sput-
ter of a hundred flaming wood shards returning to
earth. Tavis curled into a tight ball, listening to the lum-
ber crashing through the tree limbs. The acrid smell of
smoke filled the air as huge staves thudded into the
ground all around, then he heard a branch snap above
his head. The scout looked up to see the sharp end of a
flaming stick dropping toward his face. He twisted away,
barely keeping the fiery stake from piercing his skull.

Tavis jumped up, nocking another arrow. When he
turned to aim, Goboka had vanished.

“Where is he?”

Basil slowly spun around, craning his neck in all direc-
tions. “He's disappeared, Tavis.” The verbeeg's voice
cracked as he registered the complaint. “I can’t see
him!"

"!I's all right. Don’t panic,” the scout said.

Tavis moved cautiously forward, his eyes searching
for fluttering branches or some other sign that might
betray an invisible foe. Goboka’s voice echoed through
tht—',!”’t'b'- behind Basil, chanting the mystic syllables of
an Incantation. Tavis turned toward the sound and found
his arrow pointing at the verbeeg’s chest.

“Duck!” the scout yelled.

slightly. The missile changed directions and
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By the time Basil could obey, Goboka had ended
incantation. The scout released his arrow and hearq .
shaman leaping for cover. The shaft hissed into the f;
est without hitting anything, but at least it would my
their invisible foe think twice before he uttered ang;
spell. .

Basil’s log pile shifted. The runecaster cried out i
alarm and tried to scramble away, but something caughy

his feet and pulled him back. One of the logs began o

writhe, its gray bark changing to scales before Tavists
eyes. The bole slithered around the verbeeg's waistans
began twining him in its mighty coils.

The scout resisted the urge to sprint to Basil'sa
realizing Goboka was probably using the runecastergs
bait. Instead, Tavis stopped well out of the snake’s re
and fired his arrow, The shaft bounced harmlesslyg
the beast’s thick scales. He tried again, this time dra
ing his string back until the tip barely touched the bow
Again, the shot did not penetrate, 5

“Where boy?” demanded Goboka's voice.

Tavis nocked an arrow and turned toward the sou
but remembered how the shaman had thrown his voice!
int the fault cave and did not fire. Taking care to conced
the maneuver with his fingers, the firbolg slipped
notch of the ogre shaft off Bear Killer's string, but drés
the bow as if he were going to fire.

“Leave Avner out of this,” Tavis said, relieved to heag
the shaman trying such a trick. If it had been posSiblé
for the ogre to throw his voice while uttering a Spei
incantation, Goboka would not have bothered trying
make conversation. .

“Let all you go,” Goboka said. To give the impression
that he was moving about, he had shifted the location'ok
his words. “Give me princess.”

Tavis turned his bow toward the voice and releasee

the cord beneath his fingers. The sonorous strumios

Bear Killer’s snapping bowstring echoed off the (réess
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'« arrow remained between his fingers.
g c,(‘()\l-l expected, Goboka's heavy footsteps
As the .]‘]‘”w at him from behind. Tavis tightened his
o ;g}‘-mw and spun, thrusting the shaft out in
.. He heard an astonished groan and felt the
‘ y something pulpy, then the shaman’s

put the firbolg

came Tl
grip on the
front of him. 1
iron tip sink Inte
huge . Vs
1ino the firbolg off his leet.

kn—?;t'::%:'1:1::‘11@]{! {o the ground beneath his :ﬂ‘l:u_.‘ker: The
abp rushed from his lungs in a single L’XCFU?‘_IE!.I.IIIQ gasp,
then a pair of huge hands closed around his throat. H.c
felt hot ogre blood spilling onto his skin, then ‘Gob'oka S
Joathsome face appeared before his eyes, the illusion of
nvisibility shattered once the shaman revealed his loca-
tion by attacking. The brute’s ygliow tu_«_-;ks were gnash-
ing in fury, with blue poison antidote still frathing at the
corners of his mouth.

Tavis slammed his palms into the ogre’s elbows, try-
ing to break his attacker’s arms and free himself of the
hands that had squeezed shut the veins in his neck. The
shaman roared in anger, but his sturdy limbs did not
budge, and he brought his heavy brow down to smash
his captive’s face. The scout turned his head, keeping
his nose from being shattered, but Goboka's forehead
still caught him in the cheek. An agonizing crackle res-
onated through the firbolg’s head, and his entire face
erupted in pain.

Tavis's sight began to grow murky and black, as
though he were climbing into a cave for a deep winter
sleep. The scout fought to stay alert, turning all his
thoughts toward the dwindling light at the lair’s distant
mouth, but the gloom continued to close in, until he
could see nothing but Goboka’s hideous face leering at
hl‘ff} from the other end of a narrow, dark tunnel.

! Tavis reached up and pressed his thumbs to Goboka’s
';-‘ijf“-"ll'}'lilg to gouge the purple orbs from their sockets
€lore the warrens of his mind grew completely dark.

bulk smashed into him, breaking the arrow and
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The shaman threw his head back, pulling his eyes
out of reach—then Avner's small frame appeared jy:
gloomy shadows at the edge of Tavis’s vision,
youth’s hand was arcing through the air, driving
gleaming blade of a steel dagger down past Gobo.
face. The knife struck with a deep thud. A spray of iy
shot up past the shaman’s cheek, and the ogre fin
pulled his hands from Tavis'’s throat. ;
As the blood rushed back into Tavis's head, the
began to lighten. The scout glimpsed Goboka’s clubli
arm swinging toward Avner’s small form. The bl

landed with a terrible crack and sent the youth saj
through the air. The boy yelled once, then fell quiet.
The shaman stood and turned to follow. As soona8

the tremendous weight disappeared from Tavis's ch
the scout pushed himself up and reached out to el
Goboka’s ankle. The ogre did not even spin around. ¥
simply swung the heel of his huge foot and caught Tag
beneath the chin. The scout went reeling down into
dreamless mists where bears sleep.

L W * * *

jrianna snatched up the small wooden javelin
had prepared for her and stood, more than a little frigl
ened by what she saw on shore, The shaman's kick i
left Tavis lying motionless, either unconscious or dé
while the ogre’s snake had just captured Basil's secol
arm in its coils. Goboka himself was striding towa
Avner’s groaning form, apparently determined to m
certain the youth did not survive to attack him ag
Despite the steel dagger and two arrows that had b&é
lodged in his bloody torso, the shaman showed no s

of discomfort—much less of debilitating injury—as fies

moved to finish the boy.
“Hiatea, give me your blessing,” Brianna whispere
“The battle has fallen upon my shoulders now.”
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gy . 3 Basil Nixd
. <s spoke the command word Basil hz
T 1cess hl]:}l\

The pri

taught her,
Goboka s b:

. - » and = — »
||1It_,1_11di”.:1_“_l, it. The shaman cocked an ear toward the
trailing ¢ ¢

A" <haft. then, without even glancing toward the
hissing shait, t R i
led himself to the ground. :
uver did not spare him. The shaft curved
 itself between his shoulder bla’tl‘cs.
Goboka's scream t.’L‘hl?(“(i lhr?::,%l-] 5?51\3;:}:?;]]1{}:5
javelin burst 2_11):-11'!. lt‘"{\;.}i]? ﬂ‘lgi}- d shoc
from the hole in the ogre's dack. : vt

At last, something had injured the s,ha}ndn. I or sev-
eral moments, he lay on the grm_md with a [)I”aij of
greasy black smoke rising from his WDLEHd. gmwl}ng
with pain and digging his long talons into the dirt.
Brianna thought he might be dying, but that hope van-
ished when he raised his head and I()t_)ked back t(v}wzlrbd
her. His purple eyes had gone hl{wk wu‘h rage, while _|1|:~‘
lips were covered with gashes from his own gnashing
tusks. :

Goboka pushed himself to his feet. After glancing
around to make certain his other foes would not be
attacking again, he fixed his eyes on Brianna and stag-
gered toward her.
~ “Princess like hurt? Goboka too. Got plenty.” The ogre
stopped at the edge of the bog and scowled at the syrupy
mud. “Hurt you good before we go.”

Brianna stared across the bog, not trying to hide her
fear. “You're not going to hurt me,” she said. “I won't
allow it.”

The princess turned and took quick steps, then leaped
away from the edge of the raft. She splashed, with a
syrupy gurgle, into the mud and plunged in as far as her
chest, then began to sink more slowly.

. Goboka's angry eyes paled to lavender, and his heavy
Jaw fell open. “Stop!” he ordered. “What you do?”

then hurled the javelin in her hand at

ek, With a great whoosh, the spear burst
A < - -

| streaked away, long tongues of yellow fire

sound, hur
The mane
down and plantec
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“I swore I'd die before I let you take me agad
Brianna said. Her feet touched the boulder she an
companions had placed on the bottom when they me:
the raft into position, and she slowly bent her kneeg q
that it would appear she was continuing to sink, “Ax

meant it."” '

The princess heid her chin above the mire long eng
to see the shaman grab a log and come splashing tow:
her, then she closed her eyes and let her head sink
cold mud. Pinching her nostrils shut with one §
Brianna kneeled down and ran her hand over the bo;
until she found the line they had tied to it, then sh
lowed the rope until she came to the hand axe,

The princess pulled the weapon loose. Her h
began to pound, rebelling against any plan that reguij
her to stop breathing, and within thirty alarmed B
the rest of her body joined the panic. Soon, it seemeds
Brianna that she had been submerged forever, thougl
small corner of her mind knew that no more tha
minute had passed. Her lungs began to ache for air,
her mouth longed to open wide. It required a consel
act of will to keep her legs folded beneath her, for ew
instinct screamed at her to straighten them out'an
thrust her head up into the cool, crisp air just twofi
above. But the princess knew what would happen if
did: Goboka would realize he had been tricked: B
would react instantly, dodging or blocking heré
strike, and her chance would be gone.

The princess could not understand what was
Goboka so long. He was obviously intelligent, at least
an ogre, and this was a simple enough thing to do- F
his log out to her raft and plunge his hand into the i
then grasp her hair—or whatever he could find—3
pull her up.

Perhaps he was casting a spell. They had talked abot
that possibility, but Basil had convinced them that &
Brianna was submerged, the ogre would not have
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re a spell capable of saving her. Unfortunately,
]hm';d surprised them too many times for the
: q | :1-:1;.“1- much faith in the runecaster’s reassur-
prlllt"-'é;i "rt she was now crouching in the bog was proof
h (ijll' the shaman’s prowess, for this was the last
v. All of their other plans and assaults had

to pre
Goboka h

ances.
enough ©
hope of viclor

s . 1.
wiled to stop him. ) B T
L"!l'h"l‘r‘ was nothing for Brianna to do but wait, fighting

r own instincts while her body slowly burned
hiffs of air. Her temples began to throb, and
her chest was about to burst with the urge to -:xp‘el the
stale breath in her 11111‘g5. In the batlf of her ml_nd. a
fiendish voice kept saying she would feel better if she
exhaled. The princess did not listen. She knew h_(_‘;' des-
perate lungs would try to I'e?ili themselves the instant
she emptied them, and she still had enough control over
her mind to know humans could not breathe mud.

At last, Brianna felt the mire swirling near her face.
She pushed her head toward the activity and felt her
brow brush a pair of talons. They twitched away, and she
Jost contact. The princess almost screamed, then felt the
coarse pads of five ogre fingers slipping over the crown
of her head, They squeezed down, the claws digging
into her scalp so deep she feared they would puncture
her skull.

Brianna took her fingers away from her nostrils and
reached up to claw at the hand, trying to pull Goboka
into the mud on top of her. She did not want to succeed,
but if she allowed the shaman to pull her from the bog
willjoui a struggle, he might sense a trap.

Goboka's talons dug deeper, and he pulled. Brianna
Was surprised by the force the bog exerted to keep
her down. The suction was more powerful than the
princess had imagined possible, and she found herself
Vorrying the ogre would not be strong enough to pull
her free. She had heard many stories of moase, bears,
and even dragons that had become so caught in quag-

against he
her last w
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mires that they starved to death within plain sight ]

solid ground. If such powerful beasts could not
themselves, it seemed unreasonable to think an o
could pull her out. ;

Fortunately, Brianna did not have to rely on her fog |

Ever sa slightly, she began to straighten her legs a)
push against the solid surface of the boulder. She fs
herself slipping slowly upward, until, with a loud whg

ing sound, the suction broke and her head came shaas

ing out of the mud.

Brianna found herself looking at the side of Gabg
log, with what appeared to be a bleeding mass of nis
piled on top. At first, the princess did not know whats
make of the sight, then she understood exactly what s
was seeing and braced her feet solidly on the boul
She pushed herself to her full height, so that she w
standing only chest-deep in the mire, and brought
hand axe up from beneath the muck.

Goboka tried to slide off the other side of the log,
Brianna was already swinging the weapon at his th
The blade came down with a damp, distinct thump, th
she felt the satisfying crackle of a skull popping frée
its neck.

The head splashed into the bog, but the rest of the

shaman’s bulky corpse remained on the log. Bria
shoved the loathsome body out of sight and pulled
sell from the bog, already turning toward the sho
where her friends lay in desperate need of healis
magic.

It did not occur to the princess to give a victory
not until she reached the shore of the bog and saw 18
lift his battered head.

» 18«
Audience with the King

As the ﬂ;}bl‘n’l'_gfilfw‘lt"!l':.]i_\l)t'mt'll pt-rl’pmwd the L‘l:'l}‘i‘ll_l(}:
o centation of their poleaxes, Brianna pulled Basil's
i l,).f:(;ne from beneath her grimy bearskin cape and
[tlll:::ed its.glowing symbol toward them. The eyelids Qf
hoth men drooped shut, the tension drained from thm‘r
bodies, and their weapons slipped from their hands.
They fell to floor, landing atop each other in a crumpled
heap. ) o

The princess spun around, presenting t;he r_unp;ﬂmw
to the six astonished sentries ll:u'lkmg [avis. Ihi‘ase
guards also sank into slumber, collapsing to the floor
amidst a clamor of weapons and armor, )

“Can I loak vet?" Tavis was holding his hands to his
eyes. Avner and Basil were waiting, at Brianna's order,
in the woods outside Castle Hartwick.

“Yes.” Brianna turned the runestone toward the floor,
then waited for the scout to uncover his eyes and handed
it to him. “You keep this, in case any more of Father’s
guards show up.”

Tavis slipped the runestone beneath his cloak, then
retrieved Bear Driller from the guard who had been
holding it. “I'll slip inside once you've drawn their atten-
tion away from the door,” he said. “Don’t worry if you
don't notice. I'll be there when you need me.”

Brianna smiled and touched his cheek, which was stiif
badly swollen in spite of all the healing spells she had
cast on it. “You always have,” she said. “Wish me luck.”

The princess turned and kicked the door, thrusting
her heel into the bas-relief face of a leering satyr. The
Portal swung open with a resounding boom, then
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3rianna stepped through a looming arch into Cast'l
Hartwick’s banquet room. 3
The cavernous chamber was every bit as gl'(mmy

the interior of the Fir Palace, for the wall sconces had 3 |
been hung with red mourning curtains that turned the 3
flickering torchlight to the color of blood. A long feast.

ing table ran down the center of the room. Standing
along its sides, staring in her direction with their SWords
drawn and mead dripping from their beards, were the

surviving earls of Hartsvale. Most had white bandagsss

covering the wounds they had suffered during the o
ambush, and a few still seemed to have trouble standis
“Put your weapons away and sit down, gentlemen?
Brianna commanded. “I intend you no harm.” 1
The princess looked toward the far end of the tables
where the king, his eyes bleary and his beard slick witt

right sat his young queen, Celia of Dunsany, barely oldess
than Brianna, while High Priest Simon sat in the firs
chair on the left. Two members of the Giant Guard, thes
stone giant Gavorial and the frost giant Hrodmar, stoods
in the shadows behind him, hardly distinguishable from
the great pillars supporting the ceiling.

earls remained frozen in silence, too shocked even'td
whisper to each other. Only the giants seemed to acee

that the princess had returned, with Hrodmar glancingss
nervously at Gavorial for guidance. The stone gians

patient and stolid as ever, raised a single long fingerta
instruct his companion to remain motionless. -

Finally, Camden demanded, “Who dares burst into My

hall?” :
“Brianna of Hartwick, of course,” the princess repﬁe‘i-:'
Brianna stepped over to the banquet table, where She

her long ordeal in the mountains, she had a haggﬂfdf
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) tanned face and snarled, stringy hair, but the
"’"lf"]'t h,'.”}l.l'l] not changed so much that even her
'.”-”“.{Ihj- 1]II1.-J' could fail to recognize her.

‘l"fl”'l.r,“l .'!ll,]m.fml.“ are you?” demanded the king. “My
i \?h]r:l-.-'rw:w abducted by ogresl” :

s “ff;“.} .n what are you doing here? demanded Brianna.
o 1-‘!!1 she had just entered the room, she _Cfluld see
”}imf,.,,;,...( drink had reduced the king to a pitiful, con-
13::1 ;;i'};;;!.u\\' of the father she remembered. "‘NI'W are
ou feasting in your hall when you should be in the
?I::Jl:mtams. tracking ogres and fighting to Save ”__}f-"\? ~

This was too much for tl?f_: stuporous king. “She’s a
ghost!” he blurted. “Away with her! :

Hrodmar started to step around the table, but Gavor-
ial raised his hand and gently held the frost giant })ack.
Brianna found the favor ;mzzling: for the Giant Guard
prided itself on obedience to the king's every word. _Bui
then, it had always seemed to her that the stone giant
was constantly and silently measuring the actions of
those around him. Perhaps Gavorial had ignored the
command because he already knew what the princess
hoped to prove to the earls: that her father was no longer
worthy of obedience.

When no one moved to obey, the king leaped out of
his chair. “She’s a ghoul, I tell you!” he yelled. “Don't let
her near!”

“I'm no fiend,” Brianna replied. She touched her fin-
gers to the cheek of a nearby earl, one of the few whom
she knew to be an honest and trustworthy man. “I'm
quite alive, as I'm certain Earl Wendel will tell you.”

The earl nodded. “Her flesh is as soft and warm as
that of my own wife.”

_"What are you saying?” the king demanded. “Whaese
side are youon?” '

,“M-“" king’s, of course,” the earl replied. He met the

“Ung's glare evenly. “I'll claim that Brianna’s a fiend, if
You desire—but I don’t know why you’d want that. If she
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were my daughter, I'd be overjoyed to see he
safely.”

For a moment, Camden stared at Earl Wende] a :
though he didn’t comprehend what the man had Saids
Then the king seemed to realize he was making a fool D{
himself and sank back into his chair. He pulled off his

Fretupg

golden crown and placed it next to his mug, then ran hig

hands through his tangled hair.

“Yes, forgive me. It's just that I'm . . . I've been s dige
traught.” The king raised his gaze to Brianna, and she
saw that there were tears welling in his eyes. ¥ am
happy to see you alive. It's just that . . . I'm so sorry.,.
but I didn't expect I ever would.” -

i | imagine you didn’t,” Brianna replied, sickened by.;
the pathetic figure at the head of the table. “Consideritet

your bargain with Goboka, I'm quite sure you counted
me lost forever.” i

The king’s lips began to tremble. His eyes darted 8
around the banquet table, studying the mood of hishl

earls. When he saw nothing but blank faces, he motioned
drianna forward.
“You must be hungry, my dear.” Camden cast a meanss

ingful glance toward High Priest Simon. As the cletichs

rose to offer his chair, the king continued, “Come and Sith
beside your father. Eat and drink.”

The king had not lost his capacities entirely, Brianna

realized. He was attempting to retain control of the situa®
tion by changing the subject, and by subtly exerting his
authority over her. Also, closing the distance betweest
them would transform the discussion from a public mat8
ter to a private one. The princess knew her cause would
be lost if she allowed him to accomplish either goal.

“Sit down, Simon.” As she gave the command, Brianna
glared into her father's eyes, making clear that she was
challenging his authority. “I have no intention of accepis
ing hospitality from a man who would trade his daughs
ter—his only heir—for a kingdom.”
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~amden's €yes flashed will:l:m_g\-r, l.‘i.l_' pushe.-d !l.is

gt %k and drew himself to his full height, slamming
chair bac \1', the tabletop. Earthenware mugs and plat-
his fis! m: .\,J{} so high into the air that they shattered
bers bl;:lj\.\l-;.“.‘- down, spilling mead and greasy meat.
W}?.tlﬂl-id lﬂ--ﬂ trade you for my throne!” he thundered.

L]t-fnl;;'s 1"-.10-‘ ‘.\-w_\n.r as [JE'H(* as bone, !)m_ the gju_ung queen
seemed afraid to rise without permission. I_.!l'li?ll[lil wc_:ii—
dered if the king had become lh:fl mucl_', 0.1 a l_\«‘r‘ant, By
the deathly silence In l[_lg room, shf' suspccted .l}e had:
Even the earls sat pc{rmvfi 111_thrc1r chairs, their eyes
fixed on Camden’s shuddering figure as though he were

o explode.

ab?‘lflrhh dml‘u'- deny it?” Brianna inquired. DI(.—'spilP her
growing anger, she deliberately kept her voice as calm
as possible. The contrast between her cc'nmmsurc_and
the king’s demented fury would only serve to convince
the earls she was telling the truth. “Then why were the
horses of all your companies still in their stables? What
forces have you sent to rescue me from the ogres?”

This drew a quiet drone of whispering from the earis,
and Brianna knew they had probably been wondering
the same thing.

“I don’t deny that [ have made great personal sacri-
fices for the benefit of Hartsvale.” The king’s voice was
suddenly as calm as Brianna's, his face so serene and
collected that it was difficult to believe he had been a
blustering drunkard only a moment before. He braced
himself on the table and leaned forward, speaking to his
earls now instead of Brianna. “Goboka has been a good
friend. Not only did he help us resolve our difficulties
during the War of Harts, he has kept ogres from maraud-
Ing In our valley for these nineteen years.”

_“And the price for his help was your daughter?” asked
Earl Wendel, incredulous.

Ihe king narrowed his eves at the earl and gave him a

Menacing glare. Then he answered, “Yes.”
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The king's mouth hung open for a moment, as tho
he intended to add more to his explanation, thep b

shifted his gaze to Brianna's face. The tears that h"' :
welled in his eyes earlier began to spill down his cheeks

openly, and he made no attempt to conceal them.

“Please understand, Brianna,” he begged. 1 acteqd for

the good of Hartsvale,”

The princess studied the king without responding
Although his tears appeared genuine enough, the eyes‘.v'
from which they came were cold and hard and, most
surprisingly, angry. If not for the ire in her father's eyes
Brianna might have believed that he had acted only om;"
of a stolid sense of duty. But the king’s anger I)esmk'

something far more sinister: a spiritual barrenness that

would always prevent him from ruling with the true welt
fare of his subjects at heart.

“You're lying, and the sad thing is that you're the only
one who doesn’t know it,” she said. “You don’t have &
idea what it means to act for the good of the kingdo
You can think only of what makes your throne moge
secure—and the reason you're angry with me now la
that my return threatens your power.” ]

Camden’s tears suddenly dried up. “I'm still yougs
king.”

“And that’s all that matters to you,” Brianna relorfeds

“That’s why you promised your unbhorn daughterto

Goboka—not to end the war, but to protect your crowis

i

from Dunstan.”
“You mustn’t say such things,” Camden’s voice was @88

caol as ice, and as threatening as an avalanche. “Yours

mother did, and look what . . ." ,
The king let the sentence trail off, his eyes racing Gver
the faces of those nearest him.
“Look what happened to her?” Brianna demandegs

She was beginning to understand that the man in frons :
of her had never truly been the father she loved, or eSS

king she had admired. He was an imposter, a thief whes
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n his throne, and pvrl_u-l])sa a ruthless m}n'dnrvr
iled to defend it, ."l )id you thr:’nl.:v her into the
\earwhirl? Is that what you Il !]i‘) w!ih_mvf
ke S the rimson color of the king’s face and the throb-
bi M:}.E‘.,: '11‘s his temples, Brianna knew she had guessed
ME " v “You killed her!”

cn{:i‘;{ I’bl\\..ll\,-'}i‘:-l‘.:.']'tﬁﬁ:ll'\r“ Camden retorted. “She wouldn't
= e sacrifices demanded of a queen!” g
is not required to give her child to ogres,”
“Not unless she has a monster for a

pad stol¢
who had K

make th

“A gueelh
Brianna cou ntered.
hu%);{\::lf;h the massive banquet t(lbl? weighed as muc?m
25 one of Castle Hartwick’s gates, Camden grabbed it
and heaved it aside. Regardless of what manner of king
he had become, he remained a Har_tww_k gnd was
blessed with the giantlike strength of their line. The
table flipped on its side, knocking several a.-ur]_.x‘ and Celia
of Dunsany to the floor. The queen cried out in pain, but
the king appeared not to notice and started across the
room.

A general clamor filled the chamber as the earls
feaped to their feet. They seemed entirely unsure as to
what they should do, but were apparently convinced that
some action would be required. A few moved forward to
grab the king, others rushed to lift the table off Celia,
and the remainder simply reached for their belt
weapons.

“Stand your ground!” warned Gavorial.

‘Tl mash any man who harms the king!” added Hrod-
mar. The frost giant’s voice shook the entire roont.

The warnings were enough to freeze the earls in their
places. The king threw a chair aside, then, as High
Priest Simon kneeled over Celia at the other end of the

room, Camden stopped in front of Brianna.
Apologize!”

“NOI“
LCamden raised his hand. Brianna lifted her chin and
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glared into her father’s eyes, hoping Tavis would pe wi o
enough not to make his presence known at this momepy
“Beat your daughter if you must,” the princess said
“I'm sure it will be a good lesson for the earls.” N
The king checked his hand in midswing, then slowi
looked around the room at his earls. They were gl
watching with uneasy expressions, as though consid
ing what the king might do to them if he was willing tg

beat a princess in public. Camden slowly lowered his .

hand, then backed away from his daughter. .
“You're right. It wags a tragic mistake to ask Gobokz" ]
help,” the king admitted. He was staring at the foor withi
the vacant gaze of a lost man. “Your mother was the
lucky one. She didn’t have to watch you grow up, kiiow
ing that she would have to give you up when you reached®
the bloom of womanhood.” i
The king raised his eyes to Brianna's face, and thish
time there was no anger in his gaze, only bitterness andus
self-pity. “Do you know what that was like, Brianna? Tols
watch your child mature, knowing for nineteen yearss
that you would betray her?” 3
“I can only imagine,” Brianna replied coldly. “It musts
have been like growing up without your mother, believ=s
ing she had chosen to die rather than raise you.” .
“But she did choose to die!” the king insisted. “Wheiis
she refused to understand that I couldn’t undo my misss
take, I had no choice but to kill her. I had to protect thes
kingdom.”

“You had to protect the king,” Brianna corrected. :
“They’re the same. You'd understand that if you weres
in my position,” Camden said. Then, as if Brianna had
agreed with him, he continued, “You don’t know whatss
['ve endured all these years. The agony has been eatings

me from the inside out.”

“I'm sure.”

The king stepped over to Brianna and took her handss
A cold sweat had slickened his palms. “I'm glad youss
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, truth at last,” he said. “If will»uml-:v it easier to

»d why I must send you back. _ _

a looked around the chamber. (lil\.-'t_!hl'll'.] and
E ¢ had slipped forward to F}l_‘ near the king, and

}'h“‘lmd:ﬁ blocking her view of Celia and the earls

: her at the head of the table. But the men she
“uld see were staring at her father with slack-jawed

{-uu}t,q.u_“;m of dishelief, Already, she guessed that half

2 pre: e H 2 3 2y
L)f iﬂu-.m believed him an unfit king. The time had come
L

know the
understa
Briann

were tl
attending

to take the offensive and convince the other half.
\-‘\fithnui removing her hand from her father’s grasp,
the princess asked, “Are you worried that there will be a

war with Goboka and his ogres if I don’t return to
them?” - :

The king smiled. “I knew you'd understand,” he said.
“For the good of the kingdom, we must both live with
my tragic mistake.”

‘Brianna smiled back. “That won’t be necessary,” she
said. “Goboka is dead.”

“What?" Hrodmar boomed.

“The shaman poses no danger to me or Hartsvale,”
Brianna repeated. “Tavis Burdun and I killed him.”

Many of the earls voiced their congratulations, while
others sighed in relief, and the rest began to murmur
among themselves about what Brianna’s refurn meant to
the kingdom's future.

Gavorial’s voice knelled out above the din, bringing
the babble to a sudden silence. “Perhaps you killed
Goboka, but what of his horde?” the stone giant asked.
“Surely, the two of you couldn’t have slain so many hun-
dreds of ogres?”

“Not by ourselves,” Brianna replied.

_ The princess glanced around the shadowy room, hop-
ing that Tavis had slipped into position by now. Her
f_*t‘?'!};’_n!_:._-{l father no longer posed the greatest danger,
for if Gavorial and Hrodmar knew of the Twilight Spirit's
nvolvement in her abduction, there was no telling how
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the pair would react to what she was reporting, Forgy."
nately, she and the scout had discussed this unceras 3
beforehand, and Tavis knew what to do. s
When Brianna offered no further information aho
the horde’s fate, it was Hrodmar who demanded, "Whut
do you mean? Are those ogres dead or not?” g
Brianna regarded the frost giant with an expression of.
disdain. “I'm hardly accustomed to being irll'{*rmgated _
by my father’s guards,” she replied. “But if you musg

know, Noote's hill giants killed most of them—though -

we cerlainly slayed our share as well.”
“The hill giants!”

Hrodmar looked to Gavorial for guidance, but the
stone giant had none to offer. He merely regarded

Brianna with his gray eyes, a thumb and single long figts
ger rubbing his chin. ;

Brianna turned back to her father, determined to havel
the earls solidly on her side before any trouble with the
giants began. “Without Goboka and his horde to con®
cern you, the time has come for you to make amends fors
your fragic mistake, Father.” B

A suspicious light flashed in the king's eyes. “Whats
are you talking about amends?”

Raising her voice so she could be heard throught
out the chamber, the princess replied, “As your
daughter and the princess of Hartsvale, I demand®
your abdication.” '

“Don’t mock me, foolish girl!” her father yelled. Hi$
eyes were gleaming with a mad purple light. “In spite 0
my mistakes, I've been a good king!”

“Really?” Brianna scoffed. “Would that be because yous
murder your queens, or because you were about to
deliver Hartsvale into the hands of the ogres?” d

“Enough!” 8

The king lashed out, striking her with the back of hiS\
hand. He hit her harder than Goboka had on Coggii'S¥
Rise and sent her tumbling over the banquet table intol
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. seats beyond. The chairs toppled over, spilling
empy & oor, and all she could do was lie on the cold
. he blow still ringing in her ears.
heard the table being dragged aside and
ther was coming. She shook her head clear,
then orabbed a chair h;}t'k and pulled herself to her |l.‘t'f.
The Eza'im"'“‘* found _\\-‘:-n[le.-l and three earls standing
petween her and her father. A A .

Wendel gave her a clean clnlh‘,' _l erhaps you d like to
wipe your face,” he suggested. “Then I think the earls
wnulti like to hear what you have to say. :

“Thank you.” As Brianna stanched her bleeding nose,

she discreetly searched the shadows on the other side of
the room. The princess found Tavis peeking out from
behind a pillar, Bear Driller in his hand.
* wTraitors!” Camden yelled, glaring at the earls. Despite
his accusation, the king did not call on his giants for sup-
port. Instead, he returned his gaze to the princess. Ina
sly voice, he said, “I see your game now. You're jealous
of Celia.”

Brianna did not understand her father's purpose. By
now, he should have been threatening the earls, not
making flimsy accusations against her. “Why would I be
jealous of Celia?”

“Because you want to be queen.”

“I would have been content to wait—had you allowed
me that choice,” Brianna replied. She turned to address
the earls. “But what I would not do is bear an ogre’s
child, especially not when that child could one day
became the king of Hartsvale.”

The princess did not need to spell matters out for the
earls. Since she was the single heir to Hartsvale’s
throne, one day her offspring would have the only legiti-
mate claim to the throne. If that child was half-ogre, the
carﬁs would be left with a very unpleasant choice: pledge
the‘_" fealty to a brutal savage, or wage a war of rebellion
against the rightful heir of a thousand-year dynasty.

stone WIih 1
Brianna
knew her fa
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Brianna allowed the earls a moment to pondeg w
she had implied, then finished, “I'd rather die befor
did that to Hartsvale.”

= - : )
I'he king applauded, cutting short any reaction fron

the earls. “Your dedication to Hartsvale is most app

ated—but hardly necessary.” He smirked at Brianns

then said, “Happily, soon you will no longer be ny
child.”

“What?” Brianna gasped.

“Celia is with child,” the king replied. He turned

toward the far end of the room, where chairs and
ery still lay strewn over the floor after his fit of fem
“Ask her, if you like.” y

High Priest Simon rose from behind the toppled table
his hands dripping with blood. “The queen is in o cops

dition to answer questions, Your Majesty.” He gla
across the room at Camden, then added, “And if she
vives, I doubt she will be bearing you any children™ %

Camden’s face went pale, and he whirled on Briag
“This is your fault!” he screamed. “See what your tn
ery has done?”

“The princess has done nothing,” said Ear] Wendél#

“But you—you have abdicated your crown.”
“Hear! Hear!” shouted an earl. He repeated the
and this time many more voices joined in. “Hear! Hez
Camden turned to his giants. “Stomp them?®
ordered. “Smash them alll”

Hrodmar raised a foot to obey, but Gavorial graspes

the frost giant’s arm. “It is our duty to protect the ki
life, not perform his murders,” said the stone giant$
knelt at Camden’s side and held out a chair-sized pa
“Come along gently, my king. There is no longer a&
thing here for you.”
The wild-eyed king looked slowly around the r

searching for a friendly face. As he looked into each'$
of eyes, they turned as hard and cold as his had been

last few days. When he found no warmth even in e
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nce of his most trusted advisor and friend,
t Simon, Camden slumped into ihv_ﬁlum-
JIm. He pointed to a gni(lup circlet JI‘\-'mg on
Celia, amidst the bones of greasy fowl and

countend _
High Priest >
sant’s open P
the floor near )

mle:n!':a';nll[-cl mead. ' A
Pe My crown,” he said. “T want my crown.

*x *

From among the banquet §l1;111]l?er's ﬁlm_do_\.{.'y pilla.l}'f-;‘.
Tavis Burdun watched as _T;al'l \’Vf.\ntl'r_'l.{)lf-:ht‘d up the
98 _stained crown. He did not give it to (_._ﬂmdcn. but
grtd::; iuslf-ad and passed it to Brianna. “This no longer
ggféngg to your farhif-l'." he said. “Now it is yours. May
you wear it in health.’
" “Hear! Hear!” chorused the earls. _

As far as the scout could tell, none of the earls realized
that he was in the room, and Princess Brianna, now
Queen Brianna, was too busy uc-:(-_ptlng her subjects
congratulations to concern herself with him.

It was just as well. Crowds, even those as xr'n.'l_ll as the
gathering around Brianna, made firbolgs nuvmni:_:rl;lh!:-.
Besides, as soon as the giants left, it would be time for
Tavis to return to the Weary Giant. He could already
imagine the mess the place had become under Livia's
nt*gh—’clfﬂ'l eye—If she and the other children had not
burned the place to the ground!

Gavorial closed his hand around Camden'’s forlorn fig-
ure, then rose to his full height, standing so tall that his
head vanished into the cavernous darkness of the cham-
ber’s ceiling. But instead of turning to leave, the stone
giant faced Hrodmar and motioned toward Brianna.

“If you will bring the queen, it's time we left this
place,” he said. Although the stone giant was speaking
tbo Ili{mdmar. his voice filled the chamber like a knelling

ell,

Favis uttered a silent curse. When Gavorial had
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convinced Camden to abdicate peacefully, the firbgl,
had hoped the giants would cause no trouble. Now )
scout was glad he had elected to stay hidden until'-'
pair were safely gone. His arrow already nocked, Ta
drew his bowstring back, but did not fire.

In the center of the chamber, Earl Wendel was
first to recover from the shock. He took a hand axe from:
his belt and stepped in front of Brianna, glaring upin '
the darkness that hid Gavorial's head.

“What do you mean by this treachery?” As the casliih

spoke, he motioned for his fellows to gather around.
“We won't let you take our queen without a fight!®
“Then you'll die!” chortled Hrodmar. _
The frost giant raised his foot to begin kicking earl
aside, but Gavorial held out a restraining hand,
“There’s no need for violence,” the stone giant 8
Then, addressing Wendel, he said, “But you and th
other earls must understand: a promise was made, and#
will be kept.” :
Wendel scowled up into the darkness. “Why?*h8
demanded. “Goboka’s dead!”
“But the Twilight Spirit is not,” Brianna added.
“Quiet!” Hrodmar boomed. The frost giant kneeled
down, 2
Tavis braced himself, waiting for Hrodmar to lower
his head just a little bit more. .
Hrodmar stretched a hand over the earls, reaching fof
the queen. “Don’t talk about the spirit!” he ordereds
“That name is not for humans to hear!” :
“Why not?” Brianna asked. “What is there to hidein
the Twilight Vale?”
“Quiet!” i 4
To emphasize the consequences of ignoring IS
demand, Hrodmar slapped his hand down on an eéafis
head. The man did not even cry out, but simply €
lapsed to the ground in a jumbled mass of bones 248
flesh,

Tue OchE's Pacr

Jenched his teeth, reminding himself that even
1 «ed his arrow, it would not have saved the

if he i ]"'"-'i ana. To do that, he had to kill the frost
man—o0r . iI;-ill the frost giant, he had to wait for the
m.]d iu*w:nnwh.m', that knowledge did not make i

'1-_,'4_:_0“'} i{"‘-‘ll his fingers on the bowstring. :

““-V.llrm',-.,; tooped over and regarded the frost giant
i ﬁ;' impatience. “Was that truly necessary?”
Wikh an m ‘:‘-ml looked to Brianna, then said, “If you
he ﬁmmi“%l’i‘\xihgi]( Spirit, then you must also know
of us have any choice except to obey hin}:
along quietly—or must Hrodmar kill

Tavis

gianl,
pre pe

know of |
that none
Now, will you cnllﬂg;
- of vour earls?
m?l?::?l;?:: 11-;-11“::! forward to stretch his hand over
Wendel's head, giving Tavis a clear view ofa L‘&.lﬁ-‘t'_"m-ftl' ear
canal. The scout loosed his arrow. The shaft hissed
through the air, then disappeared into its target. A

Hrodmar roared in pain and cupped a hand over h!s
ear, almost crushing several earls as he crashed to his
side. He thrashed madly about for a moment, l)ulng'm;:
his head against the floor. Several pieces of stone facade
crashed off the walls, then the giant finally fell silent and
died. _

Tavis stepped from the shadows with his m-.r('mnl
arrow nocked and drawn. He did not fire, for Brianna
had instructed him to leave one giant alive. “Gavorial, |
suggest you take the king and leave.”

The stone giant glared at Tavis thoughtfully, showing
no surprise or shock at the firbolg's sudden appearance.
“Even you cannot make such a shot twice in a row, Tavis
Burdun.”

Despite his words, Gavorial drew himself up to his full
height, so that his head would be concealed in the shad-
ows above.

“That first arrow was just to let you know we're not
making idle threats,” Tavis said. He trained his second
4rtow on Brianna's chest. *This one is for Brianna.”
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“I see,” came the stone giant’s voice,

Brianna looked up into the shadows. “Do you?® eh

asked. “I have no idea why your spirit wants me, g 2
really don’t care. What's important js that he und,

stands this: Tavis Burdun hits what he aims at—and

the Twilight Spirit sends anyone else to abdyet me
will be the Queen of Hartwick that Tavis targets”

“A profound strategy,” Gavorial said, genuine adg
tion in his voice. “The spirit has no use for a g
queen,”

The stone giant slowly backed to the exit, then pays
beneath the looming arch and howed to Brianna, “f ea
you in peace,” he said. “And let this warning be my g
ing gift: Constantly be on guard, for there are m
giants, and sooner or later they must all answer to
Twilight Spirit.”

With that, Gavorial pushed through the huge doo) "

and disappeared from sight. Tavis breathed a long
of relief and lowered Bear Driller. He fired the ar

into the floor, and it shattered into a hundred pieces. %

Epilogue

7" asked Avner. The youth stood on the
le Hartwick, looking across the C[E"&I"
- 1= eastern channel. In the distance, the smn‘tf gian{
“fh"‘] = t]\,\h disappearing into the dusk, the fo rmer
(l'mr:mfdl-l-u“t;u;af;- gripped securely in his hand. ‘:1}'(;.\\-‘
h:gf‘}a‘;u‘ré the queen, what's gnir.lg to_ hz]ll)]-‘)f‘n- lm llllgqu "
Brianna laid a warm hun_d opn the ).uuF V'S S }.‘(;.L tl e 1'1](1
don’t know,” she said. “What do you suppose sho

Sy now whi
ramparts ol Cas

N P id
happen to you: : RS RN
‘i[)‘llu- bov cast an apprehensive glance over at Basil.
“What do you think?” he asked. “We did steal those
books, vou know.” ;T i |
The verbeeg scowled. “Stealing implies personal own-

ership, which, as you know,is a I"i‘!l'lll'l ;_11'n:’.ij;)nr._v{}}v
cept—especially among my m’n}:]v.‘ ln‘_a‘ulif. Iwwru__ es,
books are no good unless someone s using them. They
shouldn't sit endlessly on some shelf.” ]

“That's not a very good answer,” Tavis said.

Basil scowled. “Very well, then,” he said. 1 suppose
we shall have to return them to Earl Dobbin’s ia_umly. i
Avner looked up at the scout. “Is that okay with you:

Tavis shook his head sternly. “Hardly,” he said.
“Returning what you have stolen is a good start, but |
don’t see how that alone will discourage you from trying
it again.” .

Avner scowled. After all he had gone through, it
hardly seemed fair to punish him for something he had
done in what felt like the ancient past—but he rt*smi_vd
the urge to say s0. He knew Tavis well enough to realize
that complaining would only make matters worse.

“Long live the queen!” the scout yelled. .
He repeated the words, and when the earls joined! 0,
the cheer was as thunderous as the voice of any giant.
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“I've thought of just punishments, ” Brianng g3
“Basil, the royal libraries are a mess, Your sentence
be to clean and organize them.”

The verbeeg's eyes lit up. “With pleasure!” he S
“How many volumes do you have— -approximatelyp”

“We have exactly two thousand three hundreq AN
twelve,” Brianna replied. “And I should warn youy ¢
the one thing we do possess is a complete list, Ife
one comes up missing—" o

“They won't,” the verbeeg promised. “Who needs
steal when he can borrow?”

“What about me?” Avner asked, hoping his puni
ment would be something just as fitting. .

Brianna smiled. “Once vour arm is better, I think vog
should stay here to clean out Blizzard’s stall—fo
year.” '

“A year!” he gasped.

“Is something wrong with that?” Tavis inquired.

Avner quickly swallowed his shock. “No, of cou
not,” he said. “T was just thinking that a year will he
long time, away from you and Livia and the others baclk
at the inn.” B

“I don’t think you'll be missing them at all.” said ""1
new queen. She clasped Tavis’s arm, then added, "I
intend to keep all of you very close at hand.” ?
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