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			Long, long ago, the promise of gold lured seven bounty-men north into untamed Albaria. For ten days, they squelched across sucking bogs, padded through pristine forests, and traipsed across trackless tundra. They were hard-up for money and winter was on the way.

			At last, the seven found themselves before the frozen foothills of the Saracilor Range. A steep, switchback path zigzagged up the side of Avar Mountain and vanished into a curtain of gray cloud. This was the Snake Road to Skywark.

			Flinzer’s six companions craned their necks at the ascent and turned on him with unkind eyes. It was his idea to come here. He nodded, unbothered. He’d led men for a long time. His green eyes glinted at the climb, undaunted. If a mountain stood between Flinzer and his bounty, he would surmount it, that was all that counted. Resolved, he strove to rally the rest. 

			“Just a brief stroll into the sky, boys, and we’ll stand before Skywark Keep. Surely, a warm welcome awaits within. Think of it! Sizzling venison! Spiced mead, a roaring blaze, and comely company for Flinzer Schist of Fenwick, fabled finder of fugitives, and his motley mob of manhunters.”

			The motley mob rolled their eyes mightily. Flinzer took the lead and was quietly relieved when the men fell in line after him. Morale was poor, the men might break at any time. But where else could they go?

			The Snake Road was hard going from the first and only got worse as they climbed. The air thinned, the temperature dropped, and the grade grew grueling. Insulted by their presence, the wind did her best to blow them back down the mountain. Bluddox was bad with heights. In a few places, he locked up and went white. Flinzer had to lead the big man by the hand like a child. No one even laughed, always a terrible sign. 

			Rubble covered the road ahead. Flinzer sent Whently into the lead; he was the lightest. Halfway across the rockfall, the scree shifted beneath his feet and a wave of stone roared over the edge. Another man would have been swept to his death, but Whent sprang aside, nimble as a goat. They stood at full pucker and listened as rocks rained down the mountain. The dust settled and again, their eyes found Flinzer. No one had to say it. 

			This was all his fault. 

			Leery of landslides, Flinzer resumed the lead. A childish curiosity pulled him toward the cloud-line. He’d never touched a cloud before and wondered what it might feel like. They were not as pillowy as he’d hoped. A thin mist thickened into a freezing fog that engulfed everything. Soon, Flinzer couldn’t see five feet in front of him. He called a halt, tied a rope ‘round his waist, and passed the line back for the rest to do the same. 

			Now, the true grind began. The train of shivering, miserable men plowed through the cloud with half-frozen Flinzer at the fore. His chest ached with every breath, his fingers stung, his toes numb. 

			Surmount any mountain! 

			The lofty thoughts at the foothills seemed inconceivably naïve. Flinzer must have been mad; indeed, he felt feverish. Whispers tickled his ears, but when he wheeled round, it was only the wind. Strange faces snickered at the fringe of his vision and broke apart when he blinked. He shook his head at the thin-air phantoms and plowed ahead.

			Doubt hardened in his steps like hoarfrost. What if the bounty had already been claimed? What if Skywark was a smoldering ruin, or his heart popped before they reached the top? He had no answer, no fallback plan, and there was nowhere to hide from his thoughts in this accursed fog. Blow by blow, the whole rotten year rolled back over him. 

			* * *

			Bounty-hunting season began in sun-drenched Khemeria. Flush with last year’s success, Flinzer and forty handpicked men were hot on the trail of a spectacular bounty. A pair of witless alchemists called the Boodle Brothers had outraged the Coin King, and he’d offered up an eye-watering reward. Bounty-men came from every corner of the arc to hunt the marks, and Flinzer was foremost. Close behind was his rival Fat Tom with his troop of two hundred Lhazzan mercenaries.

			As usual, gold was the root of the dispute. For three centuries, the Khem coinfish stood supreme among a hundred currencies in the east. The golden marlins bore no bites, for they were thought too intricate to counterfeit. The Boodle Brothers broke the bank with a clever centrifugal mold that left a thin layer of gold over slugs of copper-plated lead. For a jubilant year, the humble brothers lived like princes and wallowed in every delight money could buy. 

			Inevitably, greed got the better of them. The brothers brewed a batch of bunk bullion with a skin too thin, and the shine wore off. Apoplectic, the Coin King promised a dragon’s hoard and a duchy to whoever brought the Boodle Brothers before him, alive and intact.

			The race was on! Flinzer’s flock was close, just a day away from payday. Fat Tom’s troop was closer still. The fugitive forgers fumbled and shacked up with one of Fat Tom’s seven sisters. The trap sprang and the fat lady sang. Flinzer had to stand among a howling crowd in Swordfish Square and watch Fat Tom collect a fatter purse from the bejeweled hand of the Coin King himself. They even let the new Duke pull the guillotine lever. 

			The Boodle Brother’s skulls were gilded via their own method and hung from the rostrum of the royal marlin above the main palace gate. Flinzer was devastated. The beat was unbearable, especially because Flinzer had snaked two scores from Fat Tom the year before. The Duke was due. After that fruitless pursuit, ten men quit Flinzer’s troop. 

			Duchy-less and disgusted, Flinzer quit Khemeria to chase a disgraced retainer from Terhaljatan’s inner circle. The bounty was a safer bet, the mad prince paid lavishly for the intact return of his wayward pets. The mark wasn’t hard to find, the swarthy southern servant stood out like a sheered sheep among the doleful highland yokels. 

			Flinzer learned their target was headed for Umidaland on a northbound barge. The troop marched all night and arrived well before dawn, ready to intercept the Terhaljatani on the docks. The servant spotted them first, dove off the starboard side, and swam to shore. By the time they realized what had happened, the retainer fled north on foot. 

			North was a poor choice. The highland around the Ryo Fjord was a labyrinth of canyons and badlands. Flinzer caught the trail and drove the mark deep into the maze, all the way to the sheer edge of the Ryo. They cornered the fugitive against a crumbling precipice. The bounty seemed like a mortal lock.

			It was not. The terrified Terhaljatani fled to the very edge and held himself hostage. Flinzer was caught in a conundrum. The cliff was too cracked to send a man after him. The bluff might slough off at any second. When they got out a rope, the servant stood with his heels over the brink so they couldn’t lasso him. At his back was a thousand-foot drop into a frothing fjord. Flinzer’s shoulders hunched at the gurgle below. He hated any water he couldn’t see the bottom of.

			Flinzer tried to talk the Terhaljatani down, but whatever fate awaited the retainer must have been dark indeed. After two fruitless hours, the Terhaljatani took his chances and dove off the cliff. The servant couldn’t have possibly survived, and again, Flinzer was denied. No body, no bounty. He stared into the churning drink with his men and despaired. 

			After the Terhaljatani folly, ten more men had the good sense to desert. Flinzer was sure more would follow if he didn’t right the ship right quick. He doubled down and bet everything on one big score. 

			Flinzer led twenty men far east, into the backward moors of Caul. There was a bounty for the safe capture of Prince Rodge, the firstborn son of King Delore, Lord of Cauterwaul Castle. After a bitter argument over his betrothal, Rodge had run off and disappeared into the numberless isles of the Everbog. 

			There was a hefty reward for anyone who could capture the wayward prince and bring him back intact enough to pronounce his vows. At the time, Flinzer stifled a sigh, sick of trying to capture men alive. He’d kill for a fugitive he could simply shoot. Still, they needed the score. He signed the contract. The hunt began. 

			Even at the outset, Prince Rodge was no easy prospect. The Everbog was forever-fogged with noxious miasma and swarms of blood-sucking insects. The men were beset by quicksand, sickness, rickety bridges, poisonous plants, and venomous adders. Even the land would not stand. 

			The fickle, fetid islands rose or sank or drifted away of their own accord, and the locals were shiftier still. The Everboggers stank, stole, and contrived to cheat Flinzer any way they could. Their pungent, fermented food gave his entire troop the trots. Worse, their firefly moonshine made two of Flinzer’s men go blind. 

			He bought an expensive map from a so-called cartographer who lived in a shack at the swamp’s edge. Sadly, the map had no basis in reality. Flinzer came back for blood, but the entire shack was gone, somehow vanished into the swamp. He wasted two days trying to track the swindler down and never found him. The hunt dragged on. 

			Rodge the runaway regal was as slippery a mark as any Flinzer had ever followed. No matter how hard they hoofed it, Flinzer was always a step behind. For three long months, the quagmire dragnet netted nothing. Only the days they’d already wasted fueled their pointless pursuit. Finally, their quarry tarried too long in the boudoir of a swamp witch. Flinzer’s squad sprang as he stumbled out of the shack, still buttoning his pants. 

			At last, they’d captured the elusive fugitive! 

			Alas, they’d been hoodwinked!

			Unknown to Flinzer, his princely prisoner was not Rodge at all. The artful mark was just a sly servant with a passing resemblance. For the entire hunt, the real Rodge was holed up inside Caterwaul, plotting in the guise of a penitent monk. By the time Flinzer hauled the so-called prince back to Caterwaul, the coup was complete. King Delore swung from the gallows. The patricidal prince was newly crowned as King of Caterwaul. 

			None of this was known to Flinzer. He arrived and found a great feast underway. All smiles, they marched in with the tied-up patsy in tow, expecting to be hailed as heroes. Instead, the court erupted with drunken laughter. Delighted with Flinzer’s predicament, Rodge floated the idea Flinzer and his men might dangle alongside dear, departed King Delore and keep the old monarch company. The revelers shouted in gleeful agreement and ran off to find rope.

			Desperate to slip the noose, Flinzer flung pride aside and threw himself at Rodge’s feet. He begged, he wept, he crawled before the court on all fours like a dog. Rodge laughed himself into a fit and bid his new pet to bark on. All night long, the court heaped food and abuse upon Flinzer the Fool. He had to swallow it all with a smile, their lives were on the line. 

			An hour before dawn, Rodge was dead drunk. Before he passed out, Flinzer convinced him to commute the troop’s executions to mere banishment. Covered in shame and slop, Flinzer and hit the road and didn’t stop running until they were leagues away from Caterwaul. For a week afterward, Flinzer worried the hungover ruler would change his mind and send an army after them.

			 After the humiliating escape from Caul, a mass exodus began. Of the twenty he took into Caul, three died, two were blind, and nine quit the troop. 

			Now, on the mountain, the six men shivering on the line behind Flinzer were all he had left. It was the worst losing streak of his life. For a black moment, he pictured himself untying the rope, waving goodbye, and leaping off the cliff. As his hands clawed at the rope, his stomach rumbled. 

			Venison, mead, and gold, Flinzer promised himself. This time will be different. We’re due. He shoved the dark thoughts aside and let them roll down the mountain like boulders.

			We’re due. 

			Flinzer repeated the mantra with every step until it almost seemed true. After so many steps mired in regret, the mountain was nearly done. The fog broke as they approached the summit and the sky blazed an incredible blue. The Snake Road rolled on and rode along the spine of the Saracilor Mountains. In the east, they could see the towers of Skywark Keep wedged between two peaks. 

			Flinzer called a halt at an overlook and let the men catch their breath. Far below, peaks broke through the endless gray tableau, islands mired in a sea of cloud. On top of the world, Flinzer and his men sat on stones and soaked it in. They could scarcely believe they’d made it. 

			“Let’s go see about a bounty,” Flinzer said.  
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			Skywark Keep was as strong a position as any Flinzer had ever seen. The walls of the redoubt were stout slabs of rough-hewn granite with icy, unscalable bluffs on either side. When they were a hundred paces from the drawbridge, Flinzer held up a thumb. He pegged the tops of the twin bartizans at fifty yards tall. 

			What a wall! 

			The path fell away sharply until the only approach was a narrow bottleneck. An advancing army would funnel down to ten abreast as archers rained down hell. At the end of the path, a deep rift split the keep from the mainland and served as a natural moat. The drawbridge was raised. Skywark wasn’t expecting guests.

			“Tough nut to crack,” Stripes opined. 

			Flinzer nodded in agreement. He could say the same of Stripes. Faded lines from a cat-o-nine hatched his oldest friend’s face. Stripes’ arms were thick as a normal man’s thighs. His broad back was a madman’s map of deep-set scars. Stripes had seen suffering, and then some. He was fun when there was rum, stoic when sober, steely in any sort of scrape. 

			“A hundred could hold here against a thousand,” Flinzer figured. 

			“Hope some of them hundred are home. I’m hungry,” Bluddox rumbled. The axe man nodded to the empty walls. 

			“I wouldn’t stand about in this wind, either. Let’s pay them a call.” Flinzer strode close to the edge and raised his hand to hail. A warning shot was his welcome. As the red-fledged arrow shuddered in the turf, a red-faced man howled down at them.

			“BACK AWAY FROM THE BRIDGE! AWAIT THE LORD!” 

			“We’re here about the bounty!” Flinzer took a step backward and kept his palms high. 

			A second arrow whistled down and skipped off a stone beside his boot. Flinzer took a second step back, looked up, and caught the impertinent archer’s eye. The bowman ducked away, but it was too late. Flinzer never forgot a face. 

			“AWAIT! THE! LORD!” the flush fellow bellowed again. Flinzer committed him to memory, too. By the pretentious peacock plume atop his kettle helm, this twit was the captain of the guard. Hopefully, the lord of Skywark would be more reasonable. 

			More archers appeared, until Flinzer’s force was outnumbered three-to-one. There was nothing to do but stand, shiver, and wait. Shouts sounded in the tower, and the drawbridge creaked downward. 

			“A warm welcome surely awaits,” Cocker muttered under his breath. 

			Ives and Ames hissed at him. Flinzer swallowed the urge to scream. He could feel this bounty blooming into a full-blown fiasco, just like the last one. And the one before, and the one before that. 

			Swinging back to strangle cocker would be unseemly, so he took ten deep breaths to steady himself. The drawbridge clinked down slow, link by link. When the edge was at eye-level, the gatemen loosed the windlass. The bridge slammed down so hard it nearly knocked them off their feet. Bluddox yelped, and a smatter of laughter ran along the wall. Apparently, this was what passed for sport in Skywark. 

			“Bit rude,” Whent rued beneath his breath. The others grunted in agreement.

			“Don’t let them vex you.” Flinzer dropped his voice low. “Those rubes have nothing better to do. A month hence, we’ll be counting our bounty on an Ibexian beach. We’ll drown in palm wine and pretty women while these wall-warts freeze their balls off all winter long.”

			The men nodded, bolstered by his smirk. At the core of every bounty hunter was contempt for mundane men-at-arms, especially guards. Flinzer’s men lifted their chins, hawks before the chickens of the garrison. The bitter wind blew, the wait wore on, and they clenched their jaws to keep their teeth from chattering. At last, the portcullises rattled and raised. A stiff line of pikemen advanced with spears pointed at the seven bounty-men. They came to a halt, arms raised as if to repel an assault. 

			Flinzer rolled his eyes and sighed at the formation. He’d parlayed with kings who took less care. A pair of trumpeters took the wall and blared a brash fanfare. The aged lord of Skywark hobbled forth into the protective pocket of pikemen and peered at the strangers. 

			“ALL KNEEL BEFORE LORD MALORN MORANEY, VANGUARD OF ADDER VALE, LORD OF SKYWARK KEEP, PROTECTOR OF THE REALM!” the herald cried. 

			Flinzer blinked at the daft command. They owed no fealty to this Moraney. He made no move to bend the knee.

			“Pass,” he replied.

			Lord Malorn Moraney raised his hoary brows at the slight. For a second, he seemed about to order them shot on the spot. He singled out Flinzer and beckoned him closer. Flinzer stepped onto the drawbridge, then halted as the pikemen advanced a step. Their spearpoints were a foot from his face. 

			“Absurd.” Flinzer grimaced. 

			Moraney split his thin lips and flashed a gap-toothed grin at Flinzer’s predicament. The lord leaned his head left, then right, then dead at Flinzer, as if to advise any trick Flinzer tried would end with spikes in both his eyes. 

			Flinzer sighed and resigned himself to the farce. The border princes were all like this. The pettier the lord, the greater the airs. At a gesture, the pikemen stepped aside to let them parley. Flinzer hoped the old man would get on with it, the day nearly done. 

			No such luck. 

			A sad remnant lingered on old man Moraney’s face. He was strong once, but no longer. Lord Malorn Moraney of Skywark was three score, stooped and sallow. His beard was threadbare, and his breath was abominable. From deep pits of discontent, the hoary old landlord’s eyes squinted at the world like it was half of what he was owed. 

			Already, Flinzer regretted every step he’d spent to reach Skywark. Still, the old man said nothing. Flinzer wondered if he was demented.

			Just then, Moraney suddenly came to life. His pale eyes blazed with animus and his full focus fell on Flinzer. Flinzer didn’t flinch. Others had tried this trick on him before. Moraney bore down and dared him to blink first.

			The contrast was stark. Before withered Moraney, Flinzer stood tall and unbroken with a sword at his side and a bow at his back. His own beard was gray, but he kept it tidy and trim. Sly, green eyes twinkled above his hapless grin. With all the charm he could muster, Flinzer lifted a lone eyebrow to invite the lord to break this childish charade and have a laugh with him. 

			Moraney declined the gambit and glared on. The awkward moment devolved into a full-blown stare-down. It would have been far wiser for Flinzer to drop his eyes and afford the lord his insignificant victory. 

			He was too cold to care. 

			He held the stare and stewed on the insult. Ten days march to be snubbed at the unfriendly edge of a drawbridge by some senile old man. Mannerless Moraney glared on, furious Flinzer stared back, and the seconds bled out slow as sap. If Moraney thought he could out-wait a bounty hunter, he was sorely mistaken. Flinzer expertly loosened his knees and settled in. 

			It was clear now why the bounty on Threewolf was so large and longstanding. A deadbeat gleam shone in the old landlord’s eye. Sure as sunrise, Moraney would contrive some reason to cheat them when they brought back Threewolf’s head. 

			Alas! 

			If only it was spring, Flinzer would have turned on his heel and headed home, far away from this backwater border. If it were midsummer, his troop would have never trudged to this homely little fief on the ass-end of Albaria. But it was fall, the bitter end of a rough season. Nights grew longer, times got tighter. Those golden ducats could see Flinzer’s troop through ‘til spring, if they could only pry the prize from this ornery old man’s hands somehow. He drew a deep breath. 

			“We’re here about the bounty on Threewolf,” Flinzer announced loud enough to startle. He wanted every man on the wall to hear him.

			“Obviously,” Moraney rasped back, unflapped. “Why are you wasting my time, then? Begone, and don’t come back without his head.” 

			“Skywark is a province of Yarlsbeth,” Flinzer stressed. “By Yarlee law, all who seek a bounty must first meet with the issuer and reach an oathbound agreement before witnesses. Word of mouth or a waybill alone are not binding.”

			Moraney narrowed his scabby lids and ground his scanty teeth. Flinzer saw the old man knew the law. At once, the long climb into the clouds was justified. Had they simply turned up unannounced with Threewolf’s head, Moraney wouldn’t have paid.

			“Fine. A hundred for the head, with these men as my witness. Done.”

			Flinzer decided to dicker. If Moraney agreed easily, it meant he wouldn’t pay the purse, oath or no. 

			“Not so fast. Your bounty’s light for a legend and a hundred ducats won’t divvy. Make it a hundred and five. There are seven of us, that’s fifteen apiece.” 

			Eager to slip out of the insipid stare down, Flinzer turned back to sweep a hand toward his six well-armed accomplices. Bluddox had his double-headed axe strapped to his back. Ives, Ames, and Cocker all carried cross-barred spears; the sort used to hunt boars. Each man wore a sword as well, and all but Bluddox had bows. 

			Flinzer’s flock were a hard-bitten bunch. Their faces were sun-scorched and wind-burned, scarred and scoured down by the dust of countless leagues. They wore fur-lined deerskin dusters dyed with drab blotches to break up their outlines. Beneath faded cowls, their eyes were cold and unforgiving. 

			Each hunter had seen so many pleading, defeated fugitives, nothing could move them anymore. The bounty-men stared back at Moraney with the impeccable boredom of veterans. 

			Moraney eyed them hard, sniffed, and spat off the side of the drawbridge. 

			“Pah! Threewolf is no legend. He’s a mere menace. A hundred ducats are more than generous. And don’t you fret about your divvy.”

			“Why’s that?” Flinzer asked. 

			“Won’t be seven of you left!” Moraney broke into a wheezing laugh. A few cronies cackled along. Flinzer had an unbearable urge to surge forward and knock out the remnants of Moraney’s teeth. The pikemen tightened up, ready to skewer him if he tried. 

			“We’ll see.” Flinzer shrugged it off. 

			“We will, or we won’t. If you want your hundred and five, you can bring me his whole body. Every finger and toe. Try not to mark him much.”

			“What? Why?” Flinzer squinted at the strange request.

			“I’ll have him stuffed,” Moraney said. 

			Flinzer would have figured it was a joke, but the old man seemed serious. He shook his head. 

			“No deal. How do I know how many fingers he’s got left? It’s freezing up here. If you want us to drag what’s left of his carcass up that wretched road, it’s double. Three hundred if you want him alive.”

			“Pah, no. Never mind all that. It’s whimsy anyway. I doubt your mangy crew will amount to much.” 

			“We’ll see,” Flinzer repeated. 

			“We will, or we won’t. Likely won’t. Now, if you want my advice…” Moraney led. 

			Truly, he didn’t. Flinzer would rather pour lye in his eyes than listen to Moraney mumble for another moment. But he knew so little of their quarry, any tidbit might make the difference. He kept his mouth shut and listened. 

			“Beware of beasts. They all dance to Threewolf’s tune. The man is uncanny. Don’t trust a word the locals tell you, either. Those traitors are all under his spell. Anything they say about me is a lie.”

			“I’ll keep these sage words in mind.”

			“Sarcasm from a sellsword. Very well. I won’t waste more wind on you.”

			Flinzer stared back, certain he would. 

			“Except to say, should Hell somehow freeze over, and you somehow succeed, take heed. Once the deed is done, hunt down all three wolves as well. Else they’ll haunt you ‘til the end of your days.” 

			“Already underway. We’ll kill the wolves first to draw him out.” He threw a thumb back at Ives, Ames, and Cocker. The boar spears would work just as well for wolves.

			He expected approval, but Moraney winced, taken aback at Flinzer’s tack. 

			“Wouldn’t recommend that.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because you rogues stink of failure, frankly. Your only hope is he underestimates you and you catch him with his pants down. But Threewolf dotes on those curs. Kill one of his flea-bitten friends, he’ll fly into a rage. None of you will escape.”

			“We’ll see,” Flinzer said a third time. He was sick of the sight of Moraney and wanted to leave, but their parley was incomplete.

			“When we bring you Threewolf’s head, we want the entire sum before the sun sets. One hundred ducats, true gold. No partial payments, no excuses. Are we clear?”

			“Drivel. You can’t make demands on the back of what you’ve yet to do,” Moraney parried with a lemon-sucking smirk. 

			“I want your oath. Before all these men. Else we’ll turn right around and hunt some other bounty. And I don’t kill anything for free. If you want those wolves dead, you can cough up ten ducats apiece.”

			Moraney took a long time considering. His gloomy eyes glazed and stared right through Flinzer. How many men had stood in this same spot, certain they’d be the ones? If Flinzer could figure what mistakes they’d made, perhaps he and his troop could be saved. At last, Moraney raised a bony palm.

			“On my name, Moraney. Lord of Skywark, Vanguard of Adder Vale. I swear it so. A hundred ducats, true gold, for Threewolf’s head, on the very day you supply it. I won’t pay a whit for wolves. If you want to ignore my sage advice, that’s your problem.”

			“Fine,” Flinzer spat. He turned his back on Moraney and stalked away. 

			Swirls of snowflakes curled around the seven spurned bounty hunters as they slogged back down Avar Mountain. It was a cold and miserable night.
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			From the thickest limb of an ancient black cypress, a well-concealed watcher eyed the switchback path. As the simpletons stumbled downhill, he scratched his brow and wondered how the suckers kept coming. Seven! And so late in the season. Fools for certain, doubtless doubly desperate, and that meant triple trouble for Threewolf. 

			Though hard and overgrown, Threewolf’s head was still firmly attached to his shoulders. He intended to keep it there. As the sun set, he pondered the problem. Moraney’s puppets kept coming, ‘til their strings were cut short. Something must be done. 

			Threewolf’s true name was Rodeff Semalot, but no living men knew it any longer. Moraney had outlawed him a decade ago, but even before then, he’d had few true friends. At the start of the dispute, Threewolf had resolved to simply hide until Moraney died. Moraney would not oblige. 

			As the years dried up, a bitter brace of enduring hate bound the old man’s bones together until rancor became his sole purpose. Routine hardened into ritual and pursuit became perpetual. The hunters kept coming. 

			Every spring, a ream of newly inked bounties was thrust into the unhappy hands of the least-favored son of Skywark. The unfortunate page would spend his season roaming the realm, tacking bounty bills to town halls and tavern walls across the Arc. The hundred ducats had long since been paid in ink, vellum, and boot leather. 

			Still, the pages went out, perennial as phlox. They could not be stopped at the source. One year, Threewolf intercepted the waybill boy, relieved him of his entire stack, and sent him back unharmed. Moraney had the boy beaten bloody and sent out twice as many bounties under armed guard. 

			The cycle continued. 

			Threewolf dutifully slew the fools who tried to track him down and hoped word would eventually get around. For many years it had been clear the hunt was hopeless.

			Sadly, the supply of suckers seemed everlasting. Every season, a troop or two of rubes would bite on the bait and climb the Snake Road to Skywark. Shivering at the summit, they stood at the bitter end of the drawbridge and were snubbed, just as the men below surely had been. Usually, it was four or five fools, though Threewolf had seen ten, and once as many as twenty. 

			On occasion, some single-minded, self-righteous sap would show up on his lonesome and proclaim himself the long-awaited legend-slayer. Come one, come all, the result was the same, pain without gain. It would be the same for these seven. The sun began to set at Threewolf’s back as the hunters approached.

			The timing was almost perfect. With the sun in their eyes, they would not know where the shot came from. Threewolf took care his great weight did not shake the tree when he lifted his bow and nocked an arrow. He waited for the hunters to get close enough to be sure of his shot. 

			In a decade of being hunted, Threewolf had learned it was better to wound than kill. A dead man demanded revenge. A lame man was a drag, in body and mind. Many would gladly die for glory, but none would trade an arm or a leg for a handful of coins. 

			Just out of bow-range, the bounty-men began to bicker. The hunters were too distant to hear, but Threewolf could read much from their posture. Brusque, unhappy movements. Hung heads, leaden steps. They were half-beaten before they’d even begun the hunt. 

			One of the men hurled a stick at the other, and the graybeard had to break up a scuffle. His hand cut the air as he chided them, but his touch was light. Soon, the others were laughing. This was their leader. One of the men folded his arms across his chest as the graybeard spoke.

			Threewolf raised an eyebrow. Dissent in the ranks. Perhaps he didn’t even need to attack. If he managed to spook one or two, he could pick this squabbling squad apart at the seams, split the pack, and turn them back. The idea of ending the hunt without bloodshed was appealing. Threewolf had no love of slaughter. It all got old long ago. The hunters tried to read a map in the dying light, gave up, and began to pitch camp. 

			So much for the ambush!

			Threewolf tugged at his thick black beard and recalculated his approach. If the bounty hunters posted a single guard, he could put an arrow through that man’s throat, rush the camp, and perhaps rout the rest. He didn’t like it. 

			Melee was a good way to get wounded or worse, and he was no berserker. These men didn’t seem green enough to set a one-man watch, either. With two lookouts, the other would surely sound the alarm. It could get complicated. For want of a better idea, he waited.

			As smoke curled from their campfire, Threewolf’s thoughts rose up Snake Road to Skywark Keep. He knew the garrison’s routine by heart. By now, the banners were furled, the bridge was drawn. Two nightmen walked the rampart with lanterns. The real enemy was up there, burrowed between those tall walls. 

			Since this business began, Moraney had kept himself completely sequestered. He hadn’t set foot on Snake Road or even left the keep. Everyone who passed through Skywark got the same rough treatment. Even pilgrims and traders were rudely ushered through at pike point. 

			Skywark Keep was built ages ago, to shield Adder Vale from the hordes of northern Albaria. But for ten generations, the tribes had been too occupied fighting amongst themselves. With no foe to fight, the sleepy garrison should have been a choice post. 

			Old Man Moraney made everyone miserable. Convinced his keep was riddled with spies, he subjected his soldiers to surprise inspections and had them whipped for the slightest infraction. By his decree, no animals were allowed within Skywark Keep. No dogs drowsed by his hearths, and no sheep bleated within his walls. Moraney would not even permit birds to roost on his roofs. 

			His archers spent their days fletching arrows and pot-shotting pigeons. Threewolf knew the subjects of Skywark considered Moraney’s precautions pointless paranoia, but they were wrong. 

			Night settled over the sad little camp, and the bounty hunters got a stew going. At one point, the graybeard stood apart from the others and stared into the tree line, straight at Threewolf’s branch. Threewolf didn’t flinch. 

			He knew the old ways to remain unseen, speak with beasts, and pass without a trace. Though he was invisible in the boughs, the graybeard’s gaze lingered. Threewolf winced with regret. In a way, it was worse than if he’d been made. Some uncanny intuition guided that one. He had the knack. 

			Threewolf peered back and wondered if peace was prudent. An arrow through the graybeard might save them all a great deal of suffering. Painfully slow, he raised his bow, but the wind shifted against him. Threewolf could not be sure of the shot. There was a call from the fire, the stew was ready. 

			The graybeard rejoined the others and said something. The whole camp laughed as they dug in. Up in his tree, Threewolf felt a pang of envy for their fire and company. He shook his head. Sentiment was expensive.

			Time whistled away with the wind, and the posse posted their watch. Two, as expected. Threewolf waited for his moment. If either sentry fell asleep, he could slip over, slit both throats, and set upon the others in their bedrolls. Their chase would end before it began in a great, red waste. 

			Threewolf scowled with distaste. He was almost relieved when the watch transitioned. True to his hunch, the bounty hunters were a disciplined bunch. The first shift shook their replacements awake and they switched. Watching the tight exchange, Threewolf was sure the others would make no mistakes. 

			There were other ways. Behind the veil of clouds, the moon approached her apex. Threewolf’s breaths grew long and deep. He allowed the wheel of thoughts to grind down and disperse until he was still inside. In tranquil acquiescence, he dispensed with the pretense of himself, any idea of a distinction between man and land. All was one.

			He felt the wolves first, his friends far away. He only had to call them, and they would come. Together, they could make short work of the seven. But the bounty was a thing between men. It was wrong to pit bow and blade against fang and claw. He focused on the copse and let his awareness seep outward like spilled ink. 

			There was a fox burrow below his perch. A lone vixen curled within, too timid to serve his purpose. Threewolf quested on. He sensed a saw-whet owl one tree over, but they were secretive birds and preferred to be undisturbed. Perhaps the owl might change his mind if offered a fat mouse or a juicy vole, but Threewolf had neither.

			It seemed no allies were at hand, but at the limit of his insight, Threewolf felt a bird blink awake. A great murder of crows roosted in a tall yellow pine near the trailhead. 

			Surrounded by the smell of sweet vanilla sap, the flock was holed up for the night. They’d begun their migration that very morning. Countless shadows lined the limbs and dreamed crow-black dreams. Threewolf smiled and pursed his lips to the wind.

			“Mischief,” he whispered.

			The yellow pine fluttered with interest. Dark brown eyes shot wide, and black beaks clacked with curiosity. Threewolf composed his thoughts into a form the crows could appreciate, wary and contrary, flitting and free. The blithe blackbirds needed no bribe. 

			Once they understood his intent, the murder riffled with delight. Dark wings climbed the night until they blotted out the stars. The host of crows wheeled overhead three times as it composed itself. 

			Now!

			The murder fell upon the bounty hunters like a cloudburst and sent the camp into cawing, cackling chaos. Panicked, the sentries screamed an alarm and fled for the brush. Blinded by haste, they made a horrible choice and hopped in a hawthorn. The other hunters awoke and were dive-bombed from a thousand directions. They raised sleep-weak arms to protect their eyes and rolled over as black beaks pecked their bedrolls to pieces. 

			The graybeard was the first to act. With his eyes visored by the crook of his arm he flew to his feet and flashed his sword about in the firelight. 

			Disperse! Threewolf willed, keen to avoid casualties. The crows were of a like mind. In a cacophony of mirth, the murder scattered to the treetops and cackled at the ravaged camp. The strangers were riddled with peck-marks and scratches. Their clothes were tarred with guano and tufts of wing fluff. What a rout! One final touch, the crows all croaked in unison.

			“DOOMED! DOOMED! DOOMED!” 

			Even Threewolf felt an eerie chill at the sound of so many inhuman voices. Grinning with glee, Threewolf beamed praise at the murder. 

			Superb birds! When you return, come to my valley for a feast.

			The sharpest crows puffed with pride and spread their wings wide in triumph. The others caught on and flapped along. Below the preening flock, the would-be beheaders milled about in a state of shock. Satisfied, Threewolf climbed down from his own perch and slipped off into the night. At his back, the crows cried on. 

			Caw, caw!  
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			Much as Flinzer hated to admit it, Moraney might be right. 

			After the barrage of blackbirds, Flinzer woke before dawn to a sky gone gray as a grave. He sprawled, half-frozen in a grove of shit-spattered ilex. His bedroll had more holes than a net. The fire was dead, and two men were missing. Black feathers fluttered everywhere. The storm of crows was no dream.

			For a spell, Flinzer was too cold and afraid to move. Whent and Bluddox were gone, along with their gear. The two mutineers must have had enough after the airborne assault.

			Could he even blame them? 

			Hard-hearted and numb-fingered, Flinzer tried to revive the fire. His striker clacked in vain, the sparks would not bite. His hands cramped—it was too dark, too damp, too cold, he was too old. The eternal woes of life in the elements were as insignificant to Flinzer as flies. The real wound was the way they’d left him. 

			Bluddox didn’t have the guts to shake his hand and meet his gaze before they parted ways. Whent didn’t bother to thank Flinzer for all he’d done or to curse him for all he hadn’t. Season after season, they shared Flinzer’s success and sorrows. How could they slink away like weasels in the dead of the night? They didn’t even have the decency to put another log on the fire.

			Flinzer considered rousing the others to hunt the deserters down. Bluddox they could surely get. The big man was a whaler from west of Wyrth, more of a bruiser than a trooper. For years, at the back of the pack, there was always bowlegged Bluddox, plodding along with his huge double-headed axe strapped between his shoulders. 

			What of the other? If the two deserters should split up, Whent would likely escape. Whently Larone was a rapacious rogue with a raspy Nortan brogue. For years, Whent eked a lawless living in the accursed Cimbalwood, pitchcapping renegade wendigs and poaching bluehorn deer. 

			Eventually, his antics angered too many tribesmen and burned too many border lords. They rolled him right out of Norta. Where could he go now? Few would forget such an unfortunate face. 

			Flinzer doubted the pair would part ways. Instead, the two turncoats would surely trudge south on a long and hungry trek through bogs, barrens, and boonies. Snow was on the way. Perhaps they could reach civilization before the blizzard hit, but Flinzer wouldn’t bet on it. They’d wind up snowed-in somewhere, and one of them would snap, long before spring.

			Flinzer finally got the fire going, more from stubbornness than skill. Flames licked up, and revenge flashed in his eyes. He could run them down. Three days, maybe four, and the deserters would be out of food and have to forage. Those two didn’t know any tricks Flinzer hadn’t taught them. He could swoop upon them and step on their necks for their disrespect.

			The notion had a certain sadistic savor, but it was a flimsy fantasy. There was no profit in such pursuit, and morale was in short supply. If Flinzer started settling scores to assuage his petty pride, the others would mutiny. Bitter as it was, he had to be the bigger man. 

			Again.

			“They gone?” Cocker’s croak broke the silence. He pointed at the bare earth where Bluddox’s bedroll once was. The snowflakes began to stick.

			Flinzer blinked at the insipid question. Cocker was the second son of a Tck’Hurr merchant, bedeviled with the archipelago’s archetypical high opinion of oneself. Cocker was once the captain of a clinker-built cutter, or so he claimed. 

			Flinzer genuinely couldn’t conceive of any self-respecting navy giving Cocker command of a rowboat. Still, Cocker was a fierce fighter, a decent drabber, and a helpful heel. Flinzer could rely on Cocker to suggest something stupid so they knew what not to do.

			“Any coffee?” Ives wondered aloud. 

			There was only a little left, but Flinzer figured they could use a boost. Tomorrow wasn’t promised. He pulled the little pot from his pack. Ives and Ames stirred with interest at the sound of the silver clasps. Stripes slept on.

			“So, they split. Can’t say I blame them,” Cocker dared. 

			“Rough welcome last night. Even the birds are against us,” Flinzer deigned to reply, now that the others were listening. He endeavored to turn the venom outward. Half his task was keeping these men from turning on each other.

			“Lot of rough nights of late,” Cocker continued. 

			Flinzer set down the silver pot. This confrontation was a long time coming, but he’d hoped to make it to town before the argument erupted. A hot meal and a night of drinking might have smoothed things over. No such luck. The showdown was now. 

			“Bad year. Our luck’s been rough,” Flinzer agreed. 

			“I guess Whent and Bluddox had enough.” 

			Ives and Ames were wide awake and watching. The tension cried louder than a cockerel. Stripes snored on. Flinzer had seen him sleep through earthquakes and monsoons.

			A lifetime ago, Flinzer took a contract to catch a Yarlee privateer who’d turned full pirate. For half a year, Flinzer was outsailed by the wily Yarlee captain. The renegade corsair danced from port to port, always a horizon ahead of Flinzer’s lumbering cog. Finally, a furious storm forced the Yarlee to drop anchor in Pelikle Bay. 

			Fueled by frustration, Flinzer’s ship flew into the storm and rammed the pirate vessel at full sail. With a brace of bounty hunters at his back, Flinzer boarded the ship and challenged the Yarlee captain to single combat upon the pitching planks. The prideful pirate accepted the duel, but he was a better sailor than swordsman. Flinzer ran him through. 

			With the score settled, Flinzer flung the pirate officers overboard and let them swim for it. He offered the surviving sailors and slaves their freedom and command of the broken boat. Spectacularly scarred Stripes spoke up and asked if he could sign on with Flinzer’s troop instead. In the years that followed, Flinzer never saw Stripes forgive a slight or forget a favor. Stripes was the one. He would follow Flinzer forever.

			Certain of Stripes, Flinzer turned to Ames and Ives. They were the youngest of the bunch. Both men were second sons of Solkheric shepherds, born on warring ends of the Smaze. The volcanic valley swirled with smoke and seethed with strife. Ames and Ives’ tribes had been embroiled in a blood feud for better than a thousand years. 

			Traditionally, when second sons of the valley came of age, they set on fortune-seeking sojourns. Sheperdsons turned up in unlikely places all over the lake, brave and craving adventure. By chance, Ives and Ames happened to answer Flinzer’s call for new recruits on the same day. The moment they set eyes on each other, their faces blazed with ancient hate. 

			Flinzer was loath to hire both, but it had to be done. He badly needed men at the time. That was the sad, bloody season when Flinzer lost six in the frantic street fighting that followed the fall of Panger’s Palisade. Against misgivings, he took them on. 

			Two insufferable months of seething rivalry culminated in an all-night fistfight that both men somehow lost. As often happens, the shepherdsons became inseparable friends after beating the stuffing out of each other. With one Solkheric praxis shattered, others soon followed. Two years later, it was clear the pair would never return to the tradition-bound Solkheries. They were bounty-men now. 

			Three men he could depend on, down from forty. Flinzer glared at Cocker.

			“If you want to leave, they went that way.” Flinzer pointed south.

			“Maybe I ought to be leading instead of leaving,” Cocker quipped. 

			“Who do you think would follow?”

			“I’ll tell you one thing, I’d have shown a bit more grit to grotty old Moraney. We’d all be sleeping snug inside that keep instead of pecked to pieces.”

			“Did you miss those pikes pointed at my throat? Did you not see the sour smirk on Moraney’s heinous hog-end of a face? Get the scales out of your eyes and realize we were never getting inside, Cocker. Moraney’s just a dried-up pig-pucker. Regret it, rue it, that’s all there is to it.” 

			“I just think you could have— “

			“No one gives a dwarf’s dingus what you think, big-talker Cocker. You want to lead? Do it. What bounty do you think the five of us can get that’s better than the course I’ve set? What’s your plan, man?”

			Cocker was caught off guard. He hadn’t thought that far ahead, which was precisely the problem. Flinzer let him flounder. 

			“Bluddox and Whent must have had some notion. Else-wise, they wouldn’t have left. Why don’t we halt this half-baked, crow-cursed hunt? Let’s find them and bring them back into the fold,” Cocker proposed.

			Flinzer saw right through his bluster. The real issue was, Cocker was a superstitious sort, afraid and looking for an excuse to break. He would have left last night with the others if they’d wanted him along.

			“We don’t need to chase those two because there isn’t half a brain betwixt them. They fled from fear not foresight. Let me tell you exactly how this will go, Cocker. Wayward Whent and base Bluddox will waddle no more than half a day away before they realize they have made a colossal mistake. They’ll crawl back to me by sunset, tails between their legs. They have no choice. Summer’s done. No other troop will take them. If those two turn brigand, we’ll be hunting them down come spring.”

			“I just think that—“

			“Hey, Cocker,” Stripes cut Cocker off. Bedrock that he was, Stripes was still flat on his back. He spoke straight up at the sullen sky.

			“Yeah?” Cocker took the bait. 

			“Road’s that way.” Stripes pointed toward his toe. Ives and Ames nodded at each other. Flinzer felt a surge of hope. They were still with him.

			“All right. I see how it is.” Cocker sulked. Theatrically, he began to pack.

			“Cut it, Cocker.” Flinzer held out a hand. Shame-faced, Cocker continued to stuff his bird-pecked backpack.

			“We have no real quarrel. It’s this sorry situation that’s got us vexed. Moraney’s a scabby old goat with no morals and no manners. As for the nightbirds, who knows? Maybe it’s witchcraft, as Moraney claims. Most likely we disturbed their nest and paid the price. Either way, no bird gets between me and my bounty. Imagine slogging all this way and giving up over some feathers and fluff!”

			The men brightened a bit at his bravado. Flinzer was, after all, the only one who’d stood tall against the madness of crows.

			“I say, enough gloom and doom. Pride has no place in pursuit. There’s a tavern at the end of today, and we’re well overdue for a break. If you want to, you can stalk off and dwindle away all winter in this godforsaken waste. As for me, I mean to take down Threewolf and get some revenge for my pecked-apart bedroll. A four-way split would suit me fine.”

			Cocker’s mouth made a tight line. Flinzer almost had him back.

			“I tell you what else, boys. I’m gonna take my cut of that big, beautiful bounty and seed it until it blooms into an army of bounty hunters. I’ll call them up from all over the lake. When summer rolls around, I am going to siege Skywark and sack that stupid keep. I’ll hang Moraney by the balls over his own moat.” 

			Flinzer screwed up his face into a crinkled impression of Old Man Moraney’s and spat. Cocker had to laugh, and it caught on. They were still snickering when dawn broke.
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			“Absolutely not! I won’t poison a patron, not even slightly. If you want them dead, do it yourself.” Lilleen Sycahee’s blue eyes were cold and clear as a glacier. She crossed her arms over her chest, stubbornness manifest. 

			Despite the bluster of the incipient blizzard, their tryst took place outdoors on the frigid back porch. Threewolf was never comfortable under a roof. He’d have had to stoop to stand inside the inn. Heaven’s Hearth Lodge was not built with a man of his size in mind. Neither was she, but that had never stopped them. 

			As he trekked to the tiny lakeside town of Sunnyside, a thin hope glimmered ahead. Perhaps Lilleen had forgiven him. One look at her face killed all hope of adultery or adulteration. She was still mad at him. 

			Everyone was.

			“Better a bellyache than a burial,” Threewolf reasoned. 

			“Better for them maybe. Disaster for me. That fat slattern Shelly Osterlee wants to open her own tavern. If people think I’m serving poison, she’ll take my trade away. There’s barely enough coin in Sunnyside to keep this place going. If two inns split the clientele, neither can survive. I won’t take that chance.”

			He took a deep breath. Lill could still weave a worst-case scenario like no other. 

			“Fair enough. The bounty-men are bound to ask after me. The one with the green eyes and gray beard is the brains of the bunch. Get on his good side, then tell him I went west for the winter, through Griefgarden Gorge.” 

			“I won’t. When those manhunters learn my buzz is bunk, they’ll roll back on me and put my tavern to the torch.”

			“You’re reaching, Lill. Who’s to say they’ll ever return at all? They might chase my ghost all the way to Iltran.”

			“Easy to say what might happen when it’s not your neck on the line.”

			He met her eyes with an imploring look. The glacier would not melt. It only made her madder.

			“This is your mess! You’re the one who slew Moraney’s stupid son. Don’t drag me in!” 

			“Marco Moraney came hunting me, not me him. Three times I refused his duel, then the fool went after my wolves. I didn’t want that fight, and I don’t want this one. Just nudge them west, please. We had something once.” Threewolf’s voice softened.

			“Had.”

			He was silent for a long time. Words of protest formed in his chest and died unexpressed. It was useless. Lilleen would never understand, however he explained. The mores of men changed, and Rodeff Semalot stayed the same, a jutting stone against the wake of ages. 

			He marked the deepening lines of distrust on Lilleen’s brow. She thought his ways strange and his accent antiquated, just as her mother had. And her mother. And so on, for as long as their line had lived upon this lake. 

			The Sycahee men all died young, and the women never got along. They hated to hear how they were alike. Lilleen carried her mother’s temper, her grandmother’s smolder, her great grandmother’s laugh. Still, she wanted to be herself, solely. It was impossible, and so was she. 

			He tried another tact. 

			“How many men have you warned against hunting me, Lilleen?”

			“Almost all of them. I told Marco the same before this all began.”

			“Did any of them listen?”

			“No,” she admitted.

			“I don’t relish felling these fools. This feud ought to be between me and Moraney. He cowers in his tower and sends this plague of proxies season after season. I have to stop it, somehow.”

			“You never asked me for help before, Rodey. Is seven too many? Is that why you’re worried?” 

			Threewolf looked away, hurt by the hypocorism. Lilleen hadn’t called him that in a long time. He shook his head. 

			“Seven men came for me this spring, none survived. Seven or seventy, it’s all the same, and it’s a shame. I’m sick of the cycle, sick of feeding greedy men to the vultures. I’m trying something else this time. Help me if you like, scorn me if you want. All I ever wanted was to live free.”

			Her lips quivered. Then, her features hardened with resignation. Something he said, or the way he said it, broke through the ice. Lilleen had been burned before, but the coals were not yet cold. She would be burned again. 

			“I’ll try,” Lilleen promised. 
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			How could it be so hard to find a wolf? 

			Not just a wolf, but three of them. Not just three wolves, but Threewolf, presumably a being of flesh and blood who required food, drink, and diversion, the same as any other man. Flinzer’s flock ranged all around the icy edge of Blue Fugue Lake and found no sign of man nor wolf.

			Whent and Bluddox were back, and there was some joy in that. The boys crawled back on their bellies, exactly as Flinzer foresaw. Whent had a fat, black shiner that was surely Bluddox’s ham-fisted handiwork. There was a pained look in Bluddox’s deep-set eyes. Whatever Whent had said gnawed at him still. It didn’t matter. 

			Flinzer welcomed both men back and waved away their lame excuses. Reunited, they wasted the rest of the day chasing their tails on a three-league excursion around the half-frozen lake. A thick fringe of ice ringed the shore and, past it, the water was deepest blue. 

			Flinzer wondered aloud if the Blue Fugue might have been dug by a falling star. The land around the lake was a deep bowl that tapered back toward town, as if Sunnyside shed a tear. They walked the long circuit through black birch and silver firs and found no trace of man nor wolf. As the sun went down, they started back to town.

			Whoever named the place Sunnyside had a rich sense of humor. For most of the day, the hamlet froze in the deep shadows of the Saracilor Mountains. There was a brief, golden afternoon, but all too soon, the killing wind blew across the blue and bit them hard. The troop stopped, stunned. They were in the true north now. They hurried to make it to town before nightfall. 

			Heaven’s Hearth was the only lodge in Sunnyside; humble, but well kept. Flinzer and friends met a far warmer welcome than the night before. The innkeeper was a wide, blue-eyed woman who offered a lagniappe shot of maple-molasses moonshine with every other tankard. 

			The taproom was empty when they arrived. Their host bustled about, delighted to have trade. She stoked the fire, sat with them, and matched the men drink for drink. Soon, the hearth blazed, and a cauldron of caribou stew bubbled above. 

			As the night wore on, half the town found an excuse to drop in to get an eyeful of the outsiders. They were a polite folk, as those who lived far from law often were. Flinzer was surprised no one asked what they intended, though it must have been obvious. 

			He tried to learn more of their target, but his inquiries fell on deaf ears. If he pressed, the townsfolk squirmed and turned to another topic. Sensing it was a sore subject, Flinzer let it slide and focused on having a good time. 

			His men had the same idea. Whent was caught up in a dice game. Bluddox was on his fourth bowl of caribou stew. Cocker and the town blowhard were trying to top each other’s tales, while Ives, Ames, and some sly locals egged them on. Stripes told a different lie to each person who inquired about his scars. 

			As the cups stacked up, Ives and Ames stood before the fire and sang dueling stanzas from the Epic of Grimbalgon. They were quite good. Soon, the whole tavern was silent for their impromptu performance. For the final verse, the shepherdsons joined voices in an eerie harmony that made Flinzer’s neck hair rise. The applause was long and loud. 

			For his part, Flinzer talked with everyone, learned all their names, and pried a laugh from each. The practice had saved his life many times. He learned the town was mostly an outpost for seasonal fishermen. When the lake froze over, the Sunnysiders sallied onto the ice with augers and saws, in search of golden winter roe. The fish eggs fetched an astonishing price from southern aristocrats, who were convinced the golden roe could prolong life. 

			Flinzer was skeptical as the Sunnysiders had their fair share of crows-feet and gray hairs. Later in the night, once Flinzer swore to keep the secret, a sloshed fisherman confided there was nothing special about the caviar but the color. 

			A grove of tankards sprang up at the end of the bar, too fast for the pot boy to keep up. Flinzer repeat his impression of Old Man Moraney, and the rafters rang with laughter. He drank deep and let the syrup-thick liquor coat his throat and cloud his mind. 

			A wise old-timer by the fire cautioned the revelers to take it slow with the swill, but Flinzer’s crew dined like swine and quaffed like sailors. From time to time, a man needed to get rip-roaring drunk and make an utter ass of himself. 

			* * *

			Flinzer woke the next day in a strange bed with a banging hangover. In the dim light, he recognized the shapely silhouette of the pub’s proprietress. To his relief, she wasn’t angry with him or herself. She didn’t even ask him for money. 

			Wonder of wonders, she rose with a sway in her step and set to fixing breakfast. Flinzer must have acquitted himself reasonably well. He smiled in spite of the hurt in his head. Under all that rust, there was iron yet. 

			From long habit, Flinzer glanced around for signs there might be trouble. From the way she’d taken after him, it seemed like she might be getting back at somebody, a husband or some such. Again, he was pleasantly surprised. 

			Though a great many crates and casks had accumulated, the one-room cottage was still far too tidy for a man to be involved. There were dried flowers and lace, everything in its right place. The woman was ample and going to gray, but Flinzer liked it that way. Through the inkblots of his memory, he remembered her throwing her head back as she laughed.

			What was her name? 

			“Lilleen,” he rasped. 

			“Why, he’s alive! Welcome back, Sir Flint of Fenwick.”

			Flinzer winced. If he’d invoked his long-revoked knighthood, it meant he’d gotten far drunker than he thought.

			“Thy beauty drew me back from death,” he crooned to cover his discomfort.

			“Flattery is for slatterns. Conserve your breath, sir.”

			“My lady, I must confess. I am not a sir anymore.” 

			“In kind, I am no longer a lady.”

			Lilleen took the skillet off the stove and turned on Flinzer with a smoldering look that made him forget all about his headache. Time passed so agreeably that neither of them cared a whit when the eggs went cold. They ate together afterward, all smiles and sly glances. 

			Flinzer found Lilleen uncommonly charming, even for an innkeep. He was in no great haste to depart. 

			Past the thick drapes, the wind whipped and moaned. The tea was strong and sweet, spiced with rose hips and cinnamon. Lilleen’s table had just one stool, so Flinzer dragged over an octave of kippered pickerel and perched upon it. The place was packed to the rafters with provisions against the long Albarian winter. 

			“So, tell me, Sir Flint. Why’s manky Moraney sending for manhunters so late in the season? Has another of his young wives run off with some swarthy steward?” 

			“I wouldn’t blame them one bit if they had. But, no, we’re here for the big bounty.”

			“On me? It can’t be much.” 

			“Oh, I couldn’t put a price on you.” 

			Lilleen beamed. Flinzer worried he was overdoing it. He had to get going, after all. 

			“Actually, we’re after Threewolf,” Flinzer admitted.

			“You’re joking.” 

			In the blink of an eye, her demeanor went dry. The pivot seemed a touch abrupt to Flinzer, but perhaps that was only the haze of his hangover.

			“Alas.” 

			A conversation passed in simmering silence. A younger Flinzer might have mistaken this anger for ardor, but he knew better. A younger Lilleen might have screamed and thrown things to try and sway Flinzer from his course. They were ages past all that. 

			“Just my luck. I was starting to like you,” Lilleen cracked. 

			“You can start again in about an hour,” Flinzer bluffed. 

			“Ha! You should be so lucky. No, I won’t dig deeper into a dead man. I’m a widow twice over. Won’t tempt trice. What a fool I was.” Regret haunted her voice. 

			To his surprise, Flinzer shared her sentiment. It wasn’t his way to get hung on a fling, but he was hooked just the same. 

			“I’ll get him. Bounties are my business.”

			“There’s bounty here.” Lilleen patted her ample chest. 

			“If it were only me, I would certainly agree. But I’ve got six men to lead.”

			“To their deaths. And yours. Threewolf was here when this land began. He knows the back of every leaf, the name of every beast.”

			Flinzer tried to keep a straight face. This again. It wasn’t the first time he’d tracked some brigand the local yokels thought more god than man. The end was always the same. Boring, ordinary bandits hidden behind veils of tall tales. They bled like any other. 

			Lilleen could see she hadn’t reached him. She pressed harder. 

			“Threewolf has buried better than a hundred men who came to claim him. Better men than you if I’m being honest.”

			Flinzer glanced back at the bed and wondered how many of those hundred might have passed through it. He swallowed some unkind things he could have said. A hundred? The number seemed high. But as he considered it, he could name a dozen men who’d tried for the prize and died. She might very well be right. 

			“Likewise, I’ve caught ten men for every one he’s took,” Flinzer said. It sounded like a boast, but it wasn’t.

			“Why press your luck, then? Leave Threewolf to the trees. Cut your men loose, you’ll all live.” 

			“I led them here. I can’t leave them to the wind.” 

			“Look at me, Flinzer. I’m old and fat, but I’m better than any bounty. Wasn’t I good to you? You’d trade my warmth for a frozen grave?”

			“We just met,” Flinzer said, too stiff. She flinched, and he felt a fool. The spark was undeniable. 

			“There’s a cold and lonely winter coming. I’ve got more than enough food for two, or ten for that matter. Look around you.”

			Indeed, Lilleen’s cottage was supremely well-stocked. There were neat rows of jars in the larder, fennel and garlic strung from the beams, barley and rye stacked in sacks, rundlets of rum and barrels of ale. Her home was clearly the overflow for the tavern. The widow didn’t mind if her house was a warehouse. She was all alone. Flinzer felt a pang of pity. She stepped closer.

			“Famous Flinzer, ran down a thousand men. What have you got to show for all of it, then?” Lilleen drew close and demanded.

			Nothing, and no one.

			Flinzer was taken aback. Here he was, feeling sorry for her, and she slipped his guard and ran him through. The words dug so deep he nearly hit her. Lilleen’s face was close to his, fearless. Flinzer saw she meant to provoke, wanted an excuse to write him off and cover her emotion with ashes. He leaned forward and planted a kiss on her lips. She broke it off with a half-laugh. 

			“What a waste. There isn’t a good man in this town.”

			“Still isn’t.”

			The light caught her eyes as she turned away. They were so blue. Flinzer was a fool. Every moment he lingered twisted the knife.

			“Thank you,” Flinzer said softly. He got up to leave. She laid a hand on his arm.

			“Please.”

			Lilleen might have dropped her robe, so naked was her need. 

			“Once we get him, I’ll come back to you.” 

			“You won’t.”

			“We’ll see.” 

			Flinzer stepped out of the sanctuary, into the unwelcome morn. The wind cut right through him.
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			With heavy hearts and hurting heads, the hunters made ready to depart Heaven’s Hearth. As the rest strapped on swords, Flinzer steeled himself and paid a visit to the kitchen. Lilleen’s eyes burned, displeased to see him. Flinzer bore the brunt and offered no excuse. With a great, exasperated huff, her rancor broke. 

			“I’m sorry,” Flinzer said. 

			“Me, too,” Lilleen allowed. Her eyes grew wet. 

			With one step, he could embrace her and end the venture. Flinzer wavered, a hair away from calling off the chase and begging her to stay. Cocker’s voice cut through the kitchen door. 

			“Where’s lover boy?”

			It was Flinzer’s turn to sigh. The bounty-man’s lot, it was always time to go. 

			Lilleen’s face was tear-stained and strained. She lowered her voice.

			“Some say Threewolf winters in the west, in the white waste beyond Griefgarden Gorge. Take care if you go there. The storms will start soon.”

			“I shall return,” Flinzer vowed again. 

			“We’ll see,” Lilleen replied. 

			On the innkeep’s advice, Flinzer’s troop struck out along the winding, westerly way across the frozen lowlands. From the first step, it felt like a mistake. The day grew gray and the wind blew fierce. The black feeling was back, unshakable as his shadow. 

			Flinzer forged on, haunted by what might have been. The other men were subdued, except Cocker. In a rare mood, Cocker fussed and fumed about the cold and gloom until Flinzer threatened to gag him. Unchastened, Cocker hung to the back of the pack and muttered a mean-spirited crack that Flinzer was the pig’s pick. No one laughed. 

			Flinzer pretended he hadn’t heard. Then, as they rounded a curve, he wheeled back in sudden wrath. Cocker was so startled he stumbled and fell flat on his ass. As the fallen fool scrambled for his sword, Flinzer smiled wide and winked. His rage was only play. Cocker had to take it. When it came to swordplay, Flinzer was the best of them.

			The tension snapped, and the other men laughed long and hard. Even Stripes joined in, a true rarity. All could see Cocker was eaten by envy, for they felt it, too. In his own way, each man had made a play, but Lilleen was set on Flinzer for the first. Happy to be chosen, Flinzer still wished there’d been some company for the others. The Albarian nights were too long and too cold to spend alone. 

			The days were little better. The march wore on and endless gray settled in above. The wind blew relentlessly over a land that was eerily empty. No birds chirped, no hares hopped, even the squirrels kept their distance. The reprieve ought to be welcome after the storm of crows, but they were all uneasy. 

			Between them, the seven men had seen every corner of the Arc. They conferred and agreed, they’d never been so out of place as in this cold, dreary waste. The lonely leagues crunched under Flinzer’s feet. Lilleen’s face followed him, a shadow he could not shake. 

			For long stretches, the trail was barely there. No one came this way so late in the year. Still, they found signs of something or someone ahead. A snapped bough, a rock turned over by a toe. Later that day, they found pawprints in a thin dusting of snow. After long scrutiny, Whent shook his head.

			“Not a wolf.” 

			“Four toes and a pad. Looks like a wolf to me,” Cocker contradicted. 

			“Too big.”

			“Giant wolf, then.”

			“Not a wolf of any size,” Whent corrected. “Pads are wrong, look at the lobes. The profile should be oval. Wolves leave claw-marks. Look at this stride. Wolves walk in a straight line.”

			“Maybe they’re different in Albaria.”

			“Maybe you’re dumb as dogshit.”

			“Enough!” Flinzer stepped between them. “Don’t you argue with Sir Larue, he’s our expert. Any idea what it is, Whent?” 

			“Nope. Bear would be way bigger. They got more toes. Track’s too big for any dog, coyote, or bobcat, and they all got claws. Might be something new, or someone faked these to look like a wolf and cocked it up.”

			Puzzled, they moved on. They spent the first night snug in a low cave that had obviously been a bear’s den and built a great blaze at the mouth in case the owner returned. They found no shelter the next night and were forced to camp in the open, in the hollow between two hills. They built an even bigger fire. Still, the cold was incredible. 

			Flinzer woke in the dead of the night, trapped between too-cold-to-sleep and too-tired-to-move. The others suffered the same. All night they turned like spitted rabbits in their poorly patched bedrolls. One side froze while the other singed. Convinced his teeth were about to shatter, Flinzer rose and threw another log on and thought of Lilleen’s cottage. One by one, the others got up, though it was well before dawn. Even Stripes couldn’t sleep.

			“I’d let them wolves eat me just to be warm in their guts,” Whent ventured. 

			“Have to f-find them first.” Cocker’s teeth chattered. 

			“Albaria. Never again,” Flinzer vowed. He spat, and the gob froze and cracked when it hit the ground. The men shared a look, astounded. 

			“Can’t even spit on this wretched place,” said blue-lipped Bluddox. 

			“We c-could turn back,” Cocker said. He was shamefaced, but the other men nodded, thinking the same. They turned to Flinzer. He reached into his duster, drew his purse, and turned it inside out before them.

			“Boys, I know it’s cold, but we’re too broke to get home. If the bounty doesn’t shake out, we have to go back to Sunnyside and beg.”

			He’d been dreading this moment, but they’d all suspected. Their eyes grew harder than ice. Pride was all they had. 

			“Let’s go,” Flinzer said. There was no disagreement. 

			The seven men strode hard and didn’t stop until the red dawn rose over Griefgarden. Flinzer’s breath caught at the surreal scene. The gorge split two great, painted mesas, each crowned by a thick taiga of stone pine and spruce. The sound was incredible. 

			Banshees howled down the pass, ghosts of the great glaciers that carved this place. Wind droned in the dells and whistled through strange formations of eroded stone. The path was strewn with shards. Ice wedged into every crevice and cracked great boulders like eggs. At once, Flinzer was glad they’d come. A bit of shivering was nothing against this vista. 

			“I shoulda been a painter,” Whent rued. 

			“What painter ever saw this place?” mused Ames. 

			Whent nodded his point and tugged his mustache at the conundrum. They forged into the gorge and found a craggy labyrinth of cliffs, rifts, and dead-end canyons. 

			It was the Ryo Fjord all over again. The men kept their eyes high and alert all the time. It would be all too easy to get ambushed here, easier still to become utterly lost. As they searched, Flinzer scratched at the map in his journal with a bit of granite wrapped in string. He’d kept meticulous track of the landmarks they passed, the turns they took, and the traps they left behind. 

			As they delved into Griefgarden, Whent’s wish for a brush made him wonder. Flinzer was an educated man. He’d always had a fair hand and an abiding passion for the land. In another life, he might have made it as a cartographer. Maps last and names stuck. Once a bounty was done, the hunter was forgotten. 

			They took a turn into a slot canyon where the walls rose in rolling waves of banded stone. With zeal, Flinzer pointed out the strata. Each layer of rust-orange sandstone was a long stretch of windswept desert, bands of burgundy lava rock meant eruptions, and the narrow lines of white limestone that divided them spoke of times when all this was underwater. 

			He’d never seen the like. 

			Flinzer explained how a unique combination of flooding and erosion created this unconformity. The other men lent an ear to his lecture, more from politeness than passion. Though literate, Cocker clearly didn’t give a shit. The rest were unlettered. The play of ages did not move them the same way. 

			Were he alone, Flinzer could have spent all day wondering at the strange stones and scratching notes in his journal. As it was, he had to move on. They had a bounty to catch.

			Deeper in, the trail grew thin and the path forked again and again. They were paralyzed by options, no longer certain if they chased a man or a string of coincidences. Scattered stones, streaks in the dust, it was never enough. It might take weeks to scour this frozen maze. 

			An out-of-place scrape against a stone led them west, through a narrow defile into a bowl-shaped depression. As the land sloped, it shelved in regular ridges like a rice paddy. At the bottom was a frozen spring, the edge overgrown by stonecrop. 

			There was no way out of the bowl, another dead end. When no ambush came, Flinzer called a rest. While the others caught their breath, Flinzer climbed down to the spring for a closer look at the stonecrop. Some species of sedum were edible, but the fleshy leaves of these were gray and stiff. They looked dead, but Flinzer surmised they might self-petrify to survive the vicious winter. 

			He scratched a note in his journal and decided. If they survived and got the bounty, he would stay here with Lilleen. In the spring, he would fully explore and map out this gorge. 

			Flinzer turned around and found their eyes were all upon him. Cocker, Ives, Ames, Whent, Stripes, and Bluddox sat along the stone ridges and looked right at him. Flinzer felt like an actor before an amphitheater.

			“What daft playwright wrote this drivel?” he projected his voice and pressed the back of his glove against his brow as if anguished. His voice echoed back from the high cliffs as his theatrics flopped. The men were not in the mood for mirth.

			“Ho. What do we do when it snows?” Stripes spoke up and tilted his head at the sullen sky.

			All day, Flinzer had been carried away by the strange terrain. Lilleen had warned him of the storms but, in his excitement, the danger slipped his mind. The men had noticed. Stripes was their spokesman. 

			“You’re right,” Flinzer admitted. “We’re deep in it. If a blizzard comes down hard, we’ll die in the drifts. We could press on through the pass, perhaps. We’d have to cross the white waste. Even if we made it, we’d be stranded in Norta ‘til spring.”

			“Really rather not go back,” worried Whent. He tapped a gloved finger against his black eye. Worse was waiting for him in Norta. 

			“I do miss the food, though,” he added. 

			“Speaking of eatin’, our rations won’t last forever, neither,” Bluddox added. The big man’s thoughts never flew too far from his next meal.

			“I never expected Albaria to be so barren. Not even birds, it’s absurd,” Flinzer said.

			“It’s the work of that witch. First, he sets those crows on us. Then, he warns all the game away to scare us and starve us out,” Cocker said. For once, Flinzer took him seriously. 

			“You might be right. I’ve got an eerie feeling. Threewolf might well be stringing us along.”

			“Right where he wants us.” Cocker swept a hand around the bowl. A wall of spruce grew atop the cliffs. Anything might hide up there. 

			Flinzer drew his sword and raised it high. 

			“Threewolf! Here I am! Come and take me!” Flinzer called out, loud as he could. His words echoed back. There was no reply but the wind. He shrugged and sheathed his sword.

			“Flinz,” Stripes pressed. “We think—“

			“That the Griefgarden tip was pigshit,” Flinzer guessed. The men nodded. “Moraney warned us not to trust the townies. But why would she lie?”

			“She might be some sorta succubus, workin’ with the witch,” Cocker suggested.

			Flinzer fought the urge to scoff.

			“She’s no demon,” Flinzer assured him. “She tried hard to warn me off. Felt like she really liked me.” 

			“Women,” Ives and Ames said in unison.

			“Let me think on it.” 

			Flinzer stepped off the stage and sat on the ledge. He tugged his beard and stewed on every word she’d said. He could not remember them all. If only he’d used his brain instead of his balls. If only moonshine wasn’t involved. 

			Some say Threewolf winters in the west… 

			Using what others said was a hedge. Who were these some, how did they know? Why would anyone winter in the white waste? They’d seen no game whatsoever. A man could not live on cold alone, nor could wolves, and where were those? All questions he might have asked, if he were on task. 

			Was that why she’d plucked his heartstrings so hard? Were Lilleen and Threewolf in cahoots? Had she sent a hundred men to their doom? But then, why offer to winter with him? Flinzer wasn’t usually the sort to be so taken in by ill-intentioned women. Perhaps it was only pride, but he felt sure her affection was genuine. Then why lead him astray?

			The midday sun broke through the clouds and, for a moment, everything was illuminated. Flinzer shut his eyes against the glare, threw his head back and laughed.

			To protect him. It all made sense. Lilleen truly believed they would all die, so why not waylay him into the waste with a white lie? 

			The men peered at him. 

			“Boys,” Flinzer shook his head. “She fucked us.”

			The men out-groaned the wind and grew angry. Stark shadows spread beneath their narrowed eyes. 

			“I say we go back to town and burn that inn down,” Bluddox growled.

			“Then bed down in the ashes after?” Flinzer said, a step ahead of the bloodshed. 

			“That lying slit tricked us into this shit! Flinzer means to spare her, just because she screwed him! He’s under her spell!” Cocker clutched his hands into fists. The other men tensed. There might be mutiny at any moment.

			“Under her spell? Listen to yourself. Who said anything about sparing? Why burn a perfectly good tavern? We can take it over, squeeze it dry all winter, then loot everything and leave her penniless,” Flinzer proposed with unexpected venom. The bum tip still stung, no matter how well-intended. But the men were not mollified. He only deepened the divide. 

			“I’m not one for looting.” Stripes shook his head.

			“Well, I am,” Whent cut in, and Cocker nodded in agreement. 

			“Same,” said Bluddox, moving to stand with them. 

			Ives and Ames shared a glance, then nodded to Stripes. They stood beside him. 

			“Then, it’s four against three,” Cocker counted.

			“Don’t speak for me,” Flinzer jabbed back. “What about the bounty?”

			“What about it? We lost.”

			“We lost two days, not the whole race. I didn’t march here to the hoary hind end of Hell to surrender. Screw muscling in on some rinky-dink inn. I want those ducats! I want revenge for my blisters, my bedroll, my frostbitten balls. I’ll hunt Threewolf alone if I have to.”

			Flinzer stepped over to the side of Stripes, Ames, and Ives. The other three looked at each other, unhappy at how the split had shaken out. 

			“When the bounty’s ours, we can burn down the inn, if you still want to,” Flinzer threw Bluddox a line once the danger of actually doing the deed was gone. The big man nodded, appeased. Bluddox was only bad when he was angry. It never lasted long. 

			“Let’s go back and check our traps,” Flinzer proposed. 

			Rejoined and resolved, they turned to leave, but Flinzer stopped cold. High in the shadows between spruce, he saw the glint of gold. 
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			Toward the tail of dawn, the others stumbled over, each adrift in his own dream. After their morning routine, they broke camp, reviewed the map, and doubled back to check their traps. As they retraced their route, the land came alive again. 

			The brushes rustled, and the birdsong was back. Perhaps Threewolf’s magic had waned with the moon, or maybe it was just the weather all along. Flinzer asked the other watches if they’d heard wolves in the night, but they hadn’t. 

			The clear skies and chatter were short-lived. By mid-morning the gray curtain rolled back over, the land stilled, and the tomb-feeling swallowed them again. The men shook their heads, wondering how the Sunnysiders could stand it.

			With the strange pallor and their scent all over, Flinzer expected to find little action at their traps. He was wrong. Signs of wolves were everywhere. Pawprints looped wide around the snares they’d set with such care. Streaks of piss sneered against their piles of poisoned meat. 

			They tried to track the culprits, but the tracks ran beneath thickets, doubled-back, and dead-ended into streams. Flinzer’s troop followed one set of prints that terminated in the middle of a ravine, as if the wolf had leapt to Heaven to leer at them from behind the moon.

			“How did it do that?” Cocker gawked. 

			“Lifted by sylphs, no doubt,” said Ives. 

			“Perhaps these are the winged winter wolves of ancient Albarian legend,” Ames piled on. 

			“It walked back through its own tracks,” Stripes said flatly, no patience for their game. 

			“How would a wolf know to do that?” Cocker asked and turned to Whent.

			“Maybe this is Threewolf’s trick. He’s trained the beasts to tempt fools deep into the badlands or up into the tundra where the weather finishes them. Bet he never lifts a finger, just lives off loot from frozen bounty-men. Maybe Moraney’s in on it, and they split the pot.” Whent half-joked.

			“They shall be sorely disappointed.” Flinzer clapped a hand against his empty purse. He looked down at the tracks and scratched his head. Naïvely, he’d assumed wolves were just bigger, meaner dogs and that they’d have little trouble trapping three. Not so! These wretched beasts were artful dodgers, canny and careful. Still, any sign was better than none.

			As they searched the woods, their eyes rose often, wary of pumas in the trees or another flock of crows. Above all, they worried over the weather. The snow was standoffish, and the sky sulked in unending gray. It felt like once the snow truly began, it would never end.

			The hunters ought to turn back, and they knew it. The trouble was, they loved the work. Seven left from forty, but they were the core, the ones who lived for the chase. No matter how scattered the tracks or strange the trail, it was something. 

			The seven bounty-men moved with a hint of glee in their eyes, a savor no setback could snuff. Men were made to hunt. Flinzer’s newfound resolve bled through them all. 

			Still, they found no sign of Threewolf himself. A few times, the men looked to Flinzer, but he was out of his element. The heart of bounty hunting was sympathy. Flinzer’s tact was to see through the eyes of his mark, guess where they’d go, be there first and spring on them. He’d done it a thousand times. 

			A man on the run was reduced to his most essential element. Strong men ran for a time, lost patience and, inevitably, turned back for a scrap. Clever men tried too many tricks and usually wound up outsmarting themselves. Cowards flew as fast and far as they could and wore themselves out. They kept accumulating shadows until they were pursued by an army of their own devising. 

			Flinzer had seen plenty of chickens wheeze with relief when their head hit the block. The weak and indecisive hid, and it was great fun finding them. Flinzer could catch them all, one way or another. 

			But this mark was different. They hadn’t caught a glimpse of one wolf, much less Threewolf. Did he even exist? Was the whole thing just a snipe hunt for suckers? Perhaps the Sunnysiders would all laugh when Flinzer’s pack stumbled back, frost-bit and empty-handed. He second-guessed himself and wondered if he even wanted to find the fugitive anymore. 

			He could hang it all up, break up the band, and slink back, hat in hand, to shack up with Lilleen. Perhaps their spark was strong enough to survive a winter crammed together in a cottage. Probably not.

			What have you got to show for it?

			Near noon, they climbed a rise and came to a place where a game trail crossed their path. In the east, they saw the shimmer of the Blue Fugue. They looked at each other. No one wanted to say it. If they gave up the chase and marched hard, they might make it back to Sunnyside in time to beg a pauper’s place before the hearth. Flinzer searched the ruddy faces of his men. He saw no signs of surrender. 

			“North,” he said. 
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			The game trail wove north by northeast into the endless evergreen waves of the Inamultan Singir. Along the way, they found signs of all sorts of beasts: elk velvet, hawk feathers, porcupine spines, and the scattered bones of an unlucky beaver. They came across a heart-stopping mound of droppings that seemed big, even for a bear. 

			The men stood around the mound of spoor and spoke of gorgons and dragons. Whent poked at the pile with a stick and shook his head.

			“One legend at a time, friends. I believe that’s from a bull moose.” 

			Relieved, they pressed against the edge of the great boreal forest. Here was a great green sea of untamed trees untouched by axe or saw. Kingly white pines towered over sprawling stands of blue spruce. Larch flickered between the foothills and swayed in every color of flame. Solemn, they walked through the primeval forest, surrounded by plants they could not name, trilled at by birds they’d never heard before.

			Not long after, Whent found a line of wolf prints embedded in lichen, and excitement ran down the line. Ives, Ames, and Cocker readied their spears. Flinzer and Stripes checked their bows. Bluddox unslung his battleaxe. They were on to something. 

			The prints pointed at a stretch of woods so dark they could scarcely see. A deep carpet of needles stole the sound of their steps. The underbrush grew thick, and the birds fell still. On point, Cocker pushed through into a clearing. A shaft of light broke through the trees ahead and lit a cairn capped by a weathered standing stone. Cocker crept forward with his spear raised. Ten paces into the clearing, he came to an abrupt stop. 

			“What is it, Cock?” Flinzer whispered. 

			“Skulls!” Cocker hissed as he retreated. “This place is cursed! There are skulls everywhere!”

			“Eyes out!” Flinzer ordered. 

			The men faced out in a circle and barely breathed. The threat might come from any direction, and Flinzer expected to hear some huge monster crash at them. Nothing came. Their hearts wound down, and they peered into the clearing. It was too dark to see much. 

			“All right. Fan out. Ames, Ives, Bluddox, left. Whent, me, and Stripes go right. Cocker, keep watch here. Sound off if you see anything. Don’t shoot each other. Circle ‘round, care for any kind of trip-line or trap. Meet back here.”

			Flinzer snapped off orders, and the hunters set to. They swept the brush around the clearing with care and found themselves back where they’d begun. Ill at ease, Flinzer squinted into the trees.

			“Find anything?” Cocker asked.

			“More wolf tracks, headed west,” Ives reported. 

			“Saw that. There’s also a game path that heads due north. No tracks. Might be nothing. Let’s have a look at these skulls,” Flinzer said.

			His words had no purchase. The men were not with him. Trifling with curses was too big an ask.

			“All right. Cocker, come with me. Rest of you can stay.” 

			“Hell, why me?”

			“‘Cause, if it’s cursed, you’re hexed already.”

			Cocker went pale, but he could not refute Flinzer’s logic. They stepped into the silent clearing and let their eyes adjust. Four ancient yews marked the borders. The trunks were hollowed by great age. Time untold had scoured the corners from the standing stone, and it slanted slightly toward the northern yew. The cairn stones had shifted and tumbled. Ten steps in, Flinzer saw the skulls. 

			A ring of paper-birch trees grew at the periphery of the clearing. To the west, seven trees had arrows shot into their trunks. A skull hung from each shaft by its socket. There was a morbid symmetry. The skulls hung at the same height. Each arrow was sunk dead center. Flinzer and Cocker examined the leftmost skull first. Marks bit deep into the bone.

			“Look at these scores. That’s not wolves or bears,” Flinzer remarked. 

			“Agreed.” 

			“Ames! Ives! There’s no curse. Get over here and take a look at this. I think it’s vultures.” 

			Flinzer beckoned them closer. The shepherdsons approached slowly, stared at the scratched-up skull, and spoke together in hushed Solkheric. “Looks like vultures, all right. Might be a sky burial,” Ives decided.

			“What’s that?”

			“It’s like a gibbet for the living. They chain you to a rock, and the vultures come and pick you apart.”

			“That’s some punishment. What do you have to do to get that?”

			“It’s for witches and shapeshifters. Can’t bury them, they’ll spring back to life and crawl out of their grave. Can’t burn them up, either. They reform from dust one year later. If their body’s in the belly of a hundred birds, they can’t come back.” 

			“No jokes now,” Flinzer cautioned. 

			“No, people believe it,” Ives said and looked to Ames. As much as they’d teased Cocker, the sheperdsons were uneasy.

			“Shapeshifters! You Solkherites are such savages.” Flinzer shook his head.

			“The old ways are wisest.” Ives shrugged. 

			“Hey, Flinz! Look at this,” Stripes called over from the rightmost skull. It was pinned to the tree with not one arrow but three. Shafts shot through both eyes and the wide-open jaw in a perfect triangle. Gray moss hung from its mouth. 

			“Think that one’s meant to be me?” Flinzer guessed. 

			“What a garish flourish.” Cocker sniffed and spat.

			“You don’t approve of the archery, Captain Cock?” Stripes sniped.

			“Narcissistic marksmanship, I call it. Anyone can do that. Why even bother with skulls? The arrows alone are enough to get his point across.” Cocker puffed up, pretending he hadn’t been petrified minutes ago.

			“Big-talker Cocker. Look at the trunk behind the bones, you bald-faced blatherskite. You see any other holes? No? That means Threewolf sank that triad on his first attempt.” 

			“I could do the same.”

			“Then, do it,” Stripes challenged. 

			“Waste of arrows.”

			“You lying, back-sliding louse. You’d burn your whole quiver trying. Look at how straight those shafts are shot. That’s his eye-level, eight feet up.”

			“Perhaps he pounded them in with a hammer?” 

			Flinzer considered it and looked closer at the arrows. 

			“The butts would be flanged from strikes. They’re not.” 

			“Maybe he stood up on the cairn and shot?”

			“He stood on a pile of rocks and sank a perfect triangle from forty paces?” Stripes pressed.

			“It’s possible.”

			“But not probable.” Flinzer leaned in to kill the tension. “So, yes, he’s showing off. Threewolf is some colossal crack shot. We’ve been at this for days. We can’t find a bloody giant.”

			“It’s a setup for sure. I think he’s baiting us in the wrong direction, toward this overwrought threat. We’re being played, waylaid to the west again,” Cocker argued. 

			Flinzer tugged at his beard and peered up at his mossy counterpart. 

			“I’m with Cocker here.” Flinzer surprised them all. “Clearly, he can move without a trace. We only find tracks when he wants. So, what’s he doing? Why bother warning us? If he’s such an amazing archer, he ought to just pick us off from afar. It doesn’t add up.”

			“Maybe he’s injured, or too old to fight us all. He just scares people off,” Stripes supposed.

			“How old are these skulls?” Flinzer asked the Solkherites. 

			“Hard to tell. They’ve been in the sun for a while. Maybe spring, by the bleaching,” Ives assessed. Ames nodded in agreement. 

			“So, he’s showing off his spring crop of bounty hunters, to warn us this is our fate. He hopes we’ll lose heart and turn tail.”

			“Supposing he’s right? How wise is it to keep coming after a giant witch who doesn’t leave footprints?” Bluddox asked. 

			“It’s not smart,” Flinzer agreed. “I tell you, though, boys, it grates on me. This macabre braggart believes he can spook us. If anything, I’m now more inclined to run him down.”

			“Pride has no place in pursuit,” Stripes admonished Flinzer with his own axiom.

			Flinzer jut his lip at the rebuke, but Stripes was surely right.

			“Wise words,” Flinzer allowed. 

			“So, we’re turning back?” Bluddox asked.

			“No!” Stripes and Flinzer said simultaneously.

			“I FOUND SOMETHING!” Whent called out from the north. 
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			How insufferable!

			High above the hunters and nigh-invisible in the boughs of the ancient yew, Threewolf scowled down at the seven fools. For the first time, he heard the voices of the men who meant to behead him with his own ears.

			The skulls were a touch too much, Threewolf rued.

			He’d hoped the sight of their dead predecessors might show the hunters the error of their ways, but the harbinger missed the mark. He’d heaved that horrid haversack of sun-bleached skulls down the mountain for nothing. What a waste of effort and arrows! 

			This Flinzer was right. Instead of showing off, Threewolf should have simply shot him. It was still an option. As Cocker belittled his archery, Threewolf unslung his bow and nocked an arrow. 

			But which? Who should fall?

			The graybeard was the obvious choice. Flinzer had his back to Threewolf and wouldn’t know what hit him until the arrow was through his throat. Without him, the others would be lost. Slay one, save six. Simple enough. But as Threewolf drew a bead, Flinzer scratched the back of his neck. 

			Keenly, Threewolf recalled the fey moment in the foothills. The man had the knack. It was never wise to try an old man who remained in a young man’s game.

			Excuses, he scolded himself.

			Threewolf let down his shot. There was more to it, something sad and endearing about Flinzer. Despite the many misfortunes along the way, he stayed sanguine. When his men fell to pieces, Flinzer deftly wove them back together. It felt a waste to snipe a man like that so unceremoniously. Perhaps he ought to save Flinzer for last, single combat, sword to sword.

			Threewolf grimaced in self-reproach. There were no bards in these trees. A showdown would go unsung. The wisest move was to put an arrow through Flinzer, but he could not find the will. With a sigh, he turned his aim to the grouser. 

			Cocker’s voice grated from fifty yards away. His gestures were grandiose as he badmouthed Threewolf’s bowmanship. There was every reason to shoot him, but if the complainer was slain, morale might improve. Better to let him gripe on.

			Threewolf picked out shots on the other five men. The axeman was out, the brute a bit too big to stop with a single shot. Likewise, the one with impressive scars had seen plenty of suffering. He might shrug off a shaft or two. The moonlight lovers were out. Shoot one and the other would vow revenge. The last option was Whent. 

			he little man with his bruised eye and ego was as close as the hunters could claim to a woodsman, but nothing to boast about. Not once had Whent found a trace Threewolf hadn’t meant for him to find. Threewolf couldn’t bring himself to shoot such a useful idiot.

			They mean to kill you, Threewolf reminded himself. Still, the anger would not kindle. He put his arrow away. The false track failed to entice the bounty hunters to the western trail. A shout rang from the north.

			“FOUND SOMETHING!”

			Threewolf recognized his mistake at once. He’d stashed his haversack in a hollow tamarack to the north. It was well off the trail, but Whent was getting better, or Threewolf was wearing down. It had to happen eventually. The hunters reoriented north and set off toward Hoularoun Valley. Now, he truly had to kill them.

			One more trick. Then, the end, Threewolf promised himself. 

			With three deep breaths, he opened himself to the sullen gray sky, the mournful wind, and the whispered roar of the forest. A thousand, thousand things tied together to make this land. Rodeff Semalot was only one shivering strand of the great web. 

			A fat squirrel huddled in a knothole below, worried Threewolf might be after his acorn cache. An unconcerned crown eagle watched from her aerie, fluffed above her three precious eggs. A mated pair of foxes skulked under the holly briar, alarmed at the unfamiliar scent of men. In her den, a pregnant bear rode the ulden wheel of dreams, deep in hibernation. None of these beasts would drive away seven men who were determined to die.

			A favor, Threewolf willed. He pulled a strip of dried venison from his pouch. He’d meant to have it for lunch.

			High in the aerie, a regal crown of golden feathers piqued with interest. Food was crucial, but the queen was loath to leave her eggs unguarded. 

			Only for a moment. One quick wing-over. Don’t fly too low, they may shoot.

			The harrier scoffed at the thought such lowly creatures could reach her. As the eagle took wing, Threewolf peered out through her eyes. It hurt, as if his own eyes had swollen in his skull to the size of fists. The world unfolded forcefully. Her peripheral vision was double his, and her acuity was obscene. The eagle could see the individual needles of pines or the trembling whiskers of a vole a thousand paces away. She found a thermal and soared. 

			The treetops fell away, and Threewolf’s breath caught. It was all so small to the queen of the sky. Her cry rang across the forest, calling out to her mate. All that she could see was hers. No lesser raptor would dare impinge upon a crown eagle’s territory. Even crag condors and great snowy owls kept their own counsel while the eagle and her mate were awake.

			With ease, she found the bumbling train of bounty hunters. They marched hard, bound for wolf country. Threewolf felt a stab of regret. His friends might suffer for his ill-conceived leniency. 

			A little farther out, he urged. The eagle obliged, feeling smug from the bipedal awe that bled across their bond. His world was so small compared to hers. How heartbreaking to soar upon her wings, to gaze through her incomparable eyes. What a sorry lot, to be chained to the land all his life!

			Buoyed by admiration, the crown eagle flew a wider circuit. The bounty hunters were headed downhill, toward Whitebite Run. In any another season, Threewolf might have relied on the adders to bite at least one of the intruders. This late in the year, the serpents were asleep in their burrows, curled around clutches of opalescent eggs.

			Even the swift-running river was frozen over. The bounty hunters would be on thin ice as they crossed. Threewolf could beat them there and start shooting once they were mid-river. He could pick them to pieces. It would waste all his pains to spare them, but they were too close to home.

			“I tried, Lill,” Threewolf muttered. The words meant nothing to the raptor, but she could appreciate his regret. For an odd moment, he was the rare recipient of an eagle’s empathy.

			You may return, he urged. He felt concern for her eggs welling. As the eagle banked back, her sharp eyes spotted a shift in the woods north of Whitebite Run. A great disturbance rustled through the dense firs and shook the bare branches of denuded poplars. 

			What luck! It was Threewolf’s first time seeing the phenomenon from above, but he instantly knew what it was.

			Another chance.

			The eagle dropped in a heart-stopping dive and swooped to perch beside him. The golden feathers of her crown pointed high with pride.

			Thank you! Threewolf beamed. He surrendered his lunch and, on second thought, handed over his dinner as well. The eagle snatched the venison from his hand and winged back to her aerie. He would go hungry, but the queen surely deserved her reward. It was a cold year to raise three eggs.
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			“Would you look at that? Here comes the sun.” 

			Flinzer motioned a halt, and they all looked up. Some mad artist slashed through the canvas of clouds. Light poured through and illustrated the horizon in strokes of gold. Breathless, Flinzer watched the land revealed in a brilliant band, like the eyes of a veiled woman. 

			Sunshine shone through emerald pines and set orange bluffs ablaze. It turned the river ice to molten tin and forged the snowbound peaks of the horizon into a line of silver spears. The seven men solemnly beheld the savage land, fully in the moment. They were alive. 

			But for how long?

			Flinzer pushed back at the nagging thought and enjoyed the rapture. Too soon, the clouds closed over, and the land seemed so much more desolate for the light it had lost. Whent’s eyes were wet.

			Stung, the hunters snaked down the rusty bluffs toward the riverbank below. Midway down, the ground broke beneath Bluddox. As he fell, quick-thinking Whent grabbed the axe bound to his back. Flinzer and Stripes caught Whent and, together, the three of them pulled the big man back from the brink. His face was white as ice.

			“Hate, hate, hate heights,” Bluddox griped. He clasped Whent’s forearms in thanks and gave a grateful nod to Flinzer and Stripes. 

			Doubly cautious, they picked their way down to the banks of Whitebite Run. Bluddox took a few steps onto the frozen river. It was solid as stone.

			“Think she’ll hold us?” Cocker squinted across the course. Whitebite run was a hundred and fifty paces across at its narrowest. Near the median, toothy jags of stone broke through the ice. There were rapids beneath.

			“I sure hope so.” Bluddox rubbed the back of his head. Like as not, he would be the one to go under.

			Flinzer cock-eyed the crossing and scowled at the shrouded sky. On the opposite shore, the ground rose in a red-orange ridge, the top lined with green-white aspen. Flinzer felt a twinge of premonition. Was it disaster on the wind or cowardice creeping in?

			“Hope’s not enough. She’s solid here, but the ice will thin toward the thalweg. Here’s what we do. All of you, go gather wood. Enough for a bonfire. That way, if a man goes in, we can warm him before he freezes.” 

			The move was prudent; it might be death to get wet. The sound of Bluddox’s heavy axe rang across the frozen river. Soon, they’d built a sizable pile of firewood.

			“We’re gonna send Whent out first,” Flinzer ordered. 

			“Oof.” Whent winced. The others grimaced in sympathy, but he was the smallest and lightest. With a shrug, Whent scampered out onto the ice.

			“Hold up! Tie a line to his belt so we can drag him out if he goes under.”

			“Good idear, Flinz,” Whent agreed. 

			“Might be the only one I’ve had all year. Take it easy as you can, Whently. If she starts to crack up, call out right away. We’ll yank you back. If we can’t ford this fucker, we’re going back to town.”

			Flinzer met the eyes of each man in turn. They all returned a solemn nod. Everyone understood. If they turned back now, it meant the end of the hunt and the bounty was done. The idea of marching all those leagues to leave empty-handed sat ill with everybody. There was nothing left to do but pray the river was frozen through.

			With a catch in his throat, Flinzer watched Whent plumb a path across the ice. The spry Nortan made his way to the middle, slow and deliberate as a crane on the hunt. Ames and Ives held the rope and cheated out onto the ice, ten paces apart to spread out their weight. Whent made it over the median, then slid back in a tenth of the time.

			“You were right. At the middle, she’s only two or three inches thick. Big ol’ Bluddox might be too much to bear.” 

			The hunters turned to the axeman. Bluddox clapped his hands over his barrel-belly.

			“By my gluttony undone. Sorry, boys. I won’t drag you down. I can find my own way back to town,” Bluddox offered. 

			Flinzer gave him a hard look. Though he’d been flighty before, he knew Bluddox didn’t want to slog back alone.

			“I’m not for splitting up. We can haul your gear over first. Then, you lie flat. We’ll drag you across. Fan out to spread your weight.” 

			“The things men do for a hundred ducats,” Bluddox rued. 

			The sun slipped lower as they set across. With each foggy breath, the temperature dropped another notch. Flinzer’s stomach churned as he watched his men relay across Whitebite Run. The ice popped and twanged, unhappy to have them on its back. Soon, the sun was done, and they made their way by the scant moonlight.

			When his turn came, Flinzer was frozen by fear of the black water that rushed beneath the ice. He tarried a touch too long and drew eyes. The questioning looks tipped the fulcrum. He’d rather drown than be shamed before his men. Flinzer shoved one foot in front of the other, out onto the ice. 

			Wind howled down the pass and caught him unprotected. The ice was thinner than he’d thought. He felt it shift underfoot. His fingertips throbbed under his gloves, and the ice grumbled beneath his boots. As he scraped across, Flinzer flinched at every crackle. 

			To break through, to be caught in that current, and trapped under the ice, that was true terror. Chilled to the core, Flinzer fumbled and slid to the opposite shore. He could barely refrain from falling to his knees to kiss the frozen dirt. Flinzer expected jeers, at least from Cocker, but the other men were just as shaken.

			Only Bluddox was left on the other side. Moonlight knifed through a crack in the clouds, and it all shone silver. Bluddox looked up and made the sign of the Wanderstar. Flinzer had known the man for twelve years. He’d never seen Bluddox so much glance as a temple before. A hundred ducats, indeed. 

			They sent Ames, Ives, and Whent out with the rope, spaced wide. Bluddox crept out as far as the ice could stomach him, then laid flat and starfished. The rest of the troop set to the rope and heaved against his considerable inertia. With each tug, Flinzer became more convinced it was all a mistake, that Bluddox was about to break through. He held his breath. 

			A howl broke the night.

			Flinzer drew his sword as he spun toward the ridge. The howl was so loud he expected the wolf to be right on top of them. A hundred paces up the rocky slope, a silver beast stood among the aspen, outlined in the low moonlight. Flinzer, Cocker, and Stripes stared up at it, stunned. It was the largest wolf any of them had ever seen.

			“Shoot it!” Flinzer hissed.

			In a terrible hurry, he sheathed his sword and reached for his bow. Stripes already had an arrow ready and took the shot. His arrow fell short and snapped against a stone. Cocker’s shot went wide. Flinzer aimed high. His shaft thudded into a trunk, three feet above the wolf. Yellow eyes met his in a flash of contempt. Stripes had a second arrow out. Before he could loose, the wolf turned tail and disappeared into the trees.

			As one, the three men started uphill to pursue. An inhuman scream wailed out of the woods and stopped them in their steps. Flinzer’s smallhairs stood. The shriek was like a rusted hinge, backed by the drone of a war horn.

			“Did we hit it?” Cocker asked. 

			Another scream howled out, closer than the first. It was no wolf. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Blades flashed in the moonlight as the three men shouldered bows and drew swords.

			“What is it?” Whent called from the river. They were still tugging Bluddox across the ice.

			“KEEP PULLING!” Flinzer shouted back, but the roar drowned him out. Screams were all around them. Great shadows galloped between the shining aspen. For a moment, Flinzer thought the entire forest had come alive. The shadows broke from the forest and thundered down the ridge.

			Stampede! 

			“ELK!” Flinzer yelped.

			Pandemonium erupted. Droves of elk bounded over the crest and galloped down the slope as the hunters scrambled for shelter. A thousand-pound bull bugled and bore down on them. Flinzer dove and rolled, a hair ahead of the bull’s antlers. 

			As he tried to find his feet, a hoof clubbed him in the back and knocked him prone. Flinzer crawled on and found Cocker cowering behind a boulder. Ten paces away, Stripes leapt clear of a charging bull but was run over and trampled by a doe. He fell still on the frozen slope, and hooves rained all around him.

			Without words, Flinzer and Cocker sprang from behind the boulder to retrieve him, heedless of the stampede. Flinzer grabbed Stripes’ arms. Cocker went for the legs, but a huge bull dipped its head and hooked his backpack with an antler point. The charger whipped the grown man aside like a gnat. Cocker landed on his back with an audible snap, sprang back up, and scrambled over. 

			Together, they dragged Stripes behind the boulder. They huddled over him as the herd blasted past.

			The air churned into a soup of dust and musk. Hoofbeats threatened to rattle their bones apart. Flinzer fully expected to be buried under the living avalanche.

			“YOU ALL RIGHT?” Flinzer shouted above the roar. Stripes was unresponsive. Flinzer shook Cocker’s arm. “WHAT BROKE?”

			“JUST MY BOW!” Cocker shouted back.

			Flinzer couldn’t tell if his own ribs were bruised or cracked. He’d been struck close to the spine. Worried, he curled his toes. They were numb. He hoped it was just the cold. The stampede petered. A few stragglers were left chasing the main herd.

			“Oh, shit! The river!”

			Flinzer shot to his feet and regretted it at once. He felt like he’d been stabbed in the back. Down in the dust, the herd surged across Whitebite Run. The thin ice shattered beneath the stampede. Undeterred, the elk swam across and bounded up onto the opposite bank.

			“IVES! AMES! WHENT! BLUDDOX!” Flinzer called over the roar of the retreating herd. 

			Two men were trampled into the riverbank, Ames covered Ives with his body. For a moment, Flinzer feared they were both dead, but Ames stirred. Flinzer glanced back at the boulder. Cocker was wide-eyed. Stripes was still out. In the hills above, the silver wolf howled again. Another howl sounded from the west, then one from the south. Surrounded by wolves!

			“HELP!” Whent wailed. 

			Whent was unhurt and still had hold of the rope. He was in danger of being dragged off his feet. Flinzer flew to him, though every step felt like a blade in his back. The rope disappeared into the frothing black rapids. Bluddox was under the ice!

			Flinzer grabbed the line and pulled with Whent. There was no give. It felt like they were trying to haul up an anchor. 

			“COCKER!” Flinzer screamed. 

			Cocker ran downhill. Together, the three men heaved at the rope with all their strength. It wasn’t enough. Ives and Ames were up on their feet, limping their way over. 

			“Rope’s caught!”

			“Give it slack!” 

			They played out line and strained with all their strength. Flinzer felt movement, then the line suddenly went slack. The men fell backward. Cocker’s knee rammed into Flinzer’s back, and he howled in pain. The broken rope hung limp in his hand.

			The wolves howled again, closer. The men looked at each other, ashen-faced in the moonlight. No one knew what to do. Flinzer threw off his sword belt and bow. 

			“Damn it, damn it, damn it!” Flinzer cursed as he reeled up the broken line. The wet jute hardened and froze as he tied the broken end around his waist. 

			“Flinzer—” Cocker cautioned. 

			Flinzer ignored him and tied a clumsy bowline knot. He still had his gloves on. 

			“Flinzer, he’s gone,” Whent urged. He put a hand on Flinzer’s elbow. Cocker’s hand tightened on his other arm.

			“Hold him!” Cocker ordered.

			Flinzer wrenched out of his grip and glared at his men. 

			“I’m going after him.” Flinzer snarled, trying to stoke fury into courage. Cocker wanted to fight back, but he didn’t have the will. Before the others could stop him, Flinzer climbed down the riverbank. 

			“Hold the damn rope!” Flinzer called back. Stiff-shouldered and jelly-legged, he loped onto the ice. Flinzer’s breath came in shallow stabs. His heart ached from racing, and he wasn’t even in the drink yet. Weak ice creaked underfoot; black water gurgled in the breach. Flinzer tried to move forward, but his traitor legs refused to carry him another step.

			“FLINZER!” Whent screamed. 

			Flinzer wouldn’t look back. He was certain he’d break and run. More voices joined in warning. Across the river, a shadow swept down the bank. A great white death stood upon the ice. Blue eyes blazed in the moonlight. A wild black mane spilled from beneath a white bearskin hood. It was a giant, near nine feet tall.

			Threewolf!

			Flinzer and his men froze with fear as the giant threw off his heavy white coat and tugged off his boots. Naked to the waist, Threewolf ran across Whitebite Run. Ten strides out, he broke through and vanished under the black water.

			Flinzer skittered back across the ice and scrambled for his sword belt. Whent and Ives readied arrows. Cocker drew his blade. Ames could barely stand. They pointed their weapons at the ice and waited as wolves howled all around them. 

			A shadow downstream caught Flinzer’s eyes. A sharp blow bulged the ice, a second shattered it. Threewolf broke through and loped up onto the riverbank. He dragged a wide body behind him.

			Bluddox!

			As they watched, Threewolf lifted Bluddox by one leg and thwacked him on the back like a newborn babe. Bluddox choked and spit up river water. Threewolf laid him down and turned back to the bounty hunters. His eyes caught the moon and glowed. 

			“You fools. Go home.”

			Flinzer flinched at the sound of Threewolf’s voice. It boomed like a kettle drum. His eyes shot to the huge scabbard at Threewolf’s side. 

			“Lower your bows,” Flinzer ordered Whent and Ives. Their shafts would barely sting the giant. 

			“What are you?” Flinzer found the courage to ask. 

			“I am tired,” Threewolf rumbled. The hunters struggled to understand. His accent was strange, and his voice dipped deeper than any man’s. “I warn you, but you do not listen. Here I am! Come and take me!”

			Flinzer flinched at his choice of words and recalled his challenge in the badlands. He’d heard! 

			Threewolf thumped a hand against the sheen of frost on his chest, and the note rang in the night. He was solid as stone. Wolves howled out, and more voices joined them in the distance. Flinzer glanced around and saw shadows on the slope. Not three wolves, but seven! No, nine! More shadows moved in the trees. If battle began, the pack would tear them to ribbons. They should never have come here.

			“We’ll go. I’m sorry,” Flinzer pleaded. 

			“Go and never return. Tell the others. All the men like you. Spread word across the land. I am sick of this slaughter. Whatever Moraney offers, all they will ever collect is death. This is the last of my kindness.” Threewolf motioned to Bluddox. “Warm him soon or he will die.”

			At the giant’s feet, Bluddox’s teeth chattered like mad. Threewolf stepped back into the river and disappeared. No one moved until he climbed onto the opposite bank. Then, Whent and Ives rushed up to tent their cloaks over Bluddox. 

			Flinzer watched their quarry shake himself off and don his furred boots and bearskin coat. As Threewolf put up his hood, he drew back his head and let out an explosive sneeze. The giant shook his head after and grumbled as he disappeared into the trees. Flinzer looked around, the wolves padded away. The big silver was last. 

			Tail high, the wolf curled his lip and caught Flinzer in his angry, yellow glare. He turned, kicked his hind legs with disdain, and trotted off.

			“We need a fire, fast!” Whent called up. Flinzer looked across the river. All the wood they’d chopped was on the wrong side. Threewolf was gone. It was over. 

			They lost.
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			The blizzard hit halfway back. Flinzer’s flock of fools stumbled into Sunnyside, snow-blind and half-frozen. The bounty was lost, but defeat brought her own consolations. 

			Lilleen met the empty-handed losers with open arms and glee burning on her cheeks. She stoked an enormous fire and fixed them a feast of flapjacks. Then, she sent the weary men to bed without a word of payment. 

			They weren’t angry anymore. She was right to lie, and he told her so as she fretted after him in her cottage. Flinzer’s ribs were only bruised, which was a blessing. He had no time to heal that night, or the morning after. It was as if they were young again.

			Flinzer and his men were a long time on the mend. Bluddox caught pneumonia and nearly drowned a second time. Whent nursed him, awake at the big man’s side for two nights until his fever finally broke. Flinzer stopped by the next morning to check on the patient. Whent’s eyes were bloodshot, and Bluddox snored like a boar. The danger was past.

			Flinzer quietly inquired what had transpired on the dark morning when both men deserted. Whent’s black eye had faded away, but Flinzer was still curious.

			“I called him lummox,” Whent admitted. “Didn’t expect him to get so twisted.”

			“Wyrth are proud about their names,” Flinzer explained. Once, he’d seen another man make the same cheap crack in a bar. Bluddox left him unrecognizable. Whent got off lucky.

			Ames was hurt, and Ives was more dead than alive. His body was one big bruise. It took several days before he stopped passing blood. Indebted, Ames ignored his own injuries and fretted after Ives incessantly.

			Flinzer split his attention between his autumn paramour and Stripes. Stripes was in such a stupor, and Flinzer feared his friend might be dim-witted ‘til the end of his days. Each night, Flinzer sat beside the fire with Stripes and told tales he’d told so many times he couldn’t remember what was true and what was embellished. 

			It seemed hopeless, but after two weeks, Stripes came around and was more like himself. Sometimes, he’d stop dead and stare, but it was to be expected. A hoof had nearly cracked his skull in half.

			Cocker left as soon as the storm let up, with heady talk of starting a new company. Flinzer wished him well and meant it. They were sad to see Cocker go yet relieved when he left.

			The winter wore on, a long, cooped-up season of recovery and renewal. Lilleen kept them all hopping with chores and repairs so they didn’t have time to get sick of each other. Flinzer led his men on ice-fishing expeditions, painfully aware they were eating Lilleen out of house and home. 

			Bluddox always stayed behind. The big man was understandably unwilling to set foot upon ice ever again. Even snowbound for weeks, the men barely squabbled. They were lucky to be alive, and they knew it. 

			As winter dwindled, Lilleen’s mood darkened. Flinzer supposed she was sick of him. Flinzer had hunted men his whole life. He’d never had a wife and could not understand why things had gone sideways. One windy night in her cottage, they tipped back one too many. A trifling remark blew into an all-out argument. Finally, she let him have it.

			“You’ll leave me in the spring,” Lilleen accused.

			Flinzer was taken aback. He’d mulled it all season and thought he meant to stay. But as soon as Lilleen said the words, he knew it was true. She’d sniffed out his restlessness before he fully realized it himself. She was right, Flinzer was unsatisfied. 

			A pall of unfinished business hung over him. Lilleen knew him better than he did, and that made him double the fool for leaving her. As he realized it, she read the whole story on his face.

			“Just go,” Lilleen wept. She shut her eyes tight and turned away as if she’d been slapped. For a big woman, she cried small, sniffles and little sobs. The sound made Flinzer want to walk out in the woods, cover himself with snow, and vanish into the earth. But what could he do? Lie to her? Stick it out for a season or so? Blot it out with drink until he couldn’t take it anymore?

			They sat on stools, facing away from each other as wind rattled the cottage. Flinzer wondered what was wrong with him. The land was unreasonably beautiful here, far from every foe who remembered his name. He had food, shelter, lovely company. It was a second chance he surely didn’t deserve. Yet, his pride could not abide going out on four losses in a row. A core of discontent burned inside him. He could not finish out his days in slow, seeping failure. Though his road had nearly run out, he was bound to return.

			Flinzer sobbed at his own stupidity and winced at the pang in his ribs. Almost spring, but the sprain still ached. He was dragged back to the day they almost died over a hundred measly ducats. Pitiful bounty-men, alive at the mercy of their quarry. He couldn’t let it go. 

			Flinzer’s heart raced when he heard wolves far off in the hills. He woke, cold, and found he’d kicked off the sheets as he drowned in his dreams. He remembered the giant’s blue eyes burning in the night, and he was afraid. If Flinzer abandoned Lilleen, it would not be for pride, nor for fortune. It would be a retreat. Cowardice would curdle the sweetness he’d found.

			Flinzer decided and stood up so fast the stool toppled. Sheepish, he righted it and dressed. His fingers fumbled, but his head was sober with purpose. He buckled on his sword belt.

			“Please, don’t leave me. I didn’t mean it!” Lilleen wailed. Tears trailed down her cheeks. Lilleen tried to block the door, but she could barely stand. They were really quite drunk. Flinzer carried her over to the bed. She tried to pull him in with her, but he drew back.

			“Don’t go.” 

			He put a kiss on her brow, blew out the lamp, and walked out into the bitter wind.
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			“Why do they call you Threewolf?” Flinzer asked.

			“Why not?” the giant rumbled. Up close, his eyes were brighter and his frame was larger than Flinzer remembered. The sword at his side was the same, worryingly huge. 

			“I count nine wolves not three.” 

			Flinzer fought to keep his voice from quavering. Nine sets of hungry amber eyes watched him from between the birch as they’d shadowed him for leagues. Every step he took was at their mercy. Had the pack attacked, Flinzer’s sword might have worked for one or two. But he was only one man. They could have dragged him down if they wanted.

			Instead, the wolves kept close watch and let him slog on unmolested. It was a long, cold way to the ancient clearing. Threewolf waited, shadowed before the northern yew.

			The night was quiet now, the moon was high. The skull meant to represent Flinzer was still tacked on the tree, though wind had trimmed away its beard of moss.

			“I had three, long ago. Wolves breed. That obelisk used to stand straight. These yews were saplings, once. Men didn’t used to be so stupid. In the old days, if I spared a man, he was wise enough to never return.”

			“Alas,” Flinzer said. 

			Threewolf slid his sword from its scabbard. In the twilight, the silver edge seethed with a crimson glow. Flinzer shriveled at the sight.

			“Let’s get on with it.” 

			Flinzer drew his own utterly mundane sword, as insufficient as a toothpick against Threewolf’s masterwork blade. He tossed it into the dirt. Threewolf tilted his head. 

			“I’m no match for you. I didn’t walk this far just to die.” 

			“Then, why?”

			“I have a proposition.” Flinzer grinned. 

			 

			* * * 

			 

			One fine summer morning, a murder of crows stole the sun and refused to release it. Their mischief persisted deep into the night. Crows beyond counting cawed and cavorted above Skywark Keep. 

			Enraged, Lord Moraney demanded every bird be shot down. His bowmen dutifully loosed into the darkness, but it was just a waste of arrows. The crows climbed out of reach and cawed all the louder.

			At dawn, Moraney walked his spattered ramparts, lids drooped with disdain. For the second day, the sunrise was obscured by a boundless bevy of blackbirds. Moraney sniffed and spat. The crows could not keep this up forever. If Threewolf thought he could spook Lord Malorn Moraney with a bit of bird shit, he was dead wrong. They’d have blackbird pie and wait for the next crop of bounty hunters to arrive. 

			Threewolf was surely slipping. He hadn’t even killed the last batch. Flinzer and his flunkies had departed in disgrace months ago. 

			“We’ll see, indeed.” Moraney sneered. His cackle became an ‘Ack!’ as a brazen crow swooped down and knocked off his lordly hat. A retainer scooped it up and tried to put it back on Moraney’s head, but he slapped the churlish servant. The velveteen coif was streaked with leavings. 

			“Go wash that!” Moraney howled. His farsighted eyes spied motion on the road. He hoped it was more bounty hunters. Moraney’s sentries ought to have sounded the horn, but they were worthless, hiding inside to keep their uniforms clean. 

			Incensed, Moraney howled for his scope. An aide hastened to his side with the precious spyglass. Moraney yanked it from his hands, sheltered beneath an awning, and peered down the road. 

			It was bounty hunters, all right. Familiar green eyes glinted back at Moraney as the graybeard waved at him. Flinzer! Moraney’s miserly heart skipped a beat. Had they got their mark? Was that what the crows were cawing about? Was Threewolf dead at last? 

			With regret, the landlord remembered the dickering at the drawbridge. Slippery as an eel’s arse, Flinzer had pried an oath from him before witnesses. Moraney would have to actually pay the bounty. Then, he remembered his plan for this contingency. In his treasury was a pouch, stuffed with a hundred completely convincing counterfeit Khemerian coinfish. Moraney cracked a wicked grin. Flinzer would be a hundred leagues away before he realized he’d been had.

			Moraney wrung the focus of his spyglass, trying to see if he could make out Threewolf’s head. He noticed Flinzer’s troop was more numerous. Hadn’t there been seven of them? Moraney distinctly remembered the figure from dithering over the divvy. Double that number were marching up the hill. No, thrice that. They kept coming. Soon, a hundred men were mustered at the top of the path. Perhaps they meant to claim a coin apiece, but Moraney could not see any sign of the giant’s head. His grin became a grimace. These men meant trouble.

			It did not matter. With her present garrison of forty defenders, Skywark Keep could repel a thousand scruffy bounty hunters. As he peered through the crowd, Moraney recognized other unfriendly faces. There were other hunters, men who had stood on the bad end of the drawbridge and been snubbed, just as Flinzer had. The graybeard had scraped together the scant survivors from a dozen other bands.

			“RAISE THE DRAWBRIDGE! SOUND THE ALARM! ROUSE THE GARRISON!” Moraney shouted to be heard above the crows. 

			A page rang the alarm bell. Skywark Keep rose in a roar of rattling spears and clanking armor. Bowmen raced into position. Whatever folly Flinzer’s rabble intended was bound to break against the stout walls of Skywark and wither beneath a hail of arrows. 

			The mercenaries could block the western road, but Moraney could simply summon reinforcements from the east. They had provisions to outlast months of siege. Indeed, the opposing army made no move toward the keep. They sat in the shade and waited.

			What was their game?

			Four white behemoths trundled up the switchback path, yoked to a sledge. As they drew closer, Moraney saw it was a team of tundra bears, dragging a load of thick timbers. Again, he screwed up his sour face. Were they going to put on a circus?

			All day long, the team of bears lumbered up and down the path, five trips in total. The bounty-men worked in the sun as the keep languished beneath the blight of crows. Moraney watched the structure take shape with increasing despair.

			It was an enormous trebuchet, a consolation gift from Flinzer’s old rival, Duke Tom. The men built an earth ramp to roll huge boulders into the bucket. There was nothing Moraney could do. The siege engine was well out of arrow range. He didn’t have enough men to charge out and battle the bounty hunters, let alone a pack of ferocious white bears. 

			Flinzer stood beside the trebuchet with a wide grin. He caught Moraney’s spying eye, popped a thumb in his mouth, and held it to the wind. It was too far to hear what he said, but Moraney could guess.

			We’ll see.

			There was only one saving grace; no Threewolf. Moraney was surprised the giant hadn’t come to witness Skywark’s downfall, but there was no sign of him. Just as well.

			Moraney called up his marshal, Leones. Leones was the pudgy and superfluous third born son of King Cresmore, Lord of Adder Vale. Skywark Keep was supposed to be a quiet post, the perfect place for a useless political appointee. 

			On a normal day, there was nothing for Leones to attack besides a second helping of dinner. At this dire hour, Leones the Lard was worse than worthless. The peacock plume atop his captain’s hat was plastered flat by crow crap. 

			“Leones! You are to hold the line to the last man. We’ve got to stall them long enough for reinforcements to arrive. I’m off to send word to your father. You have the wall!” Moraney ordered.

			Leones’ lip trembled as he saluted. A minor blessing, the manchild was too light on logistics to realize Moraney’s proposal was impossible. Aid would not arrive for days.

			Moraney issued a jumble of contradictory orders to his aides to disperse them. Alone, he slipped into the keep and scurried down to his vault. No one was watching.

			Moraney unlocked the iron door and barred it behind him. Safe, he stuffed a sack with his choicest treasures. At the back of the vault, a secret passage was concealed behind the backing of a massive oaken wardrobe. Moraney pried open the false panel and descended the hidden way to the sewer. He recoiled at the stink and found the tunnel was choked with roots. 

			Moraney had to worm through the effluvia on his belly. He retched as he shoved the sack of treasures ahead of him. Plastered with filth, Moraney reached the end. The doorjamb of the escape was caked with rust and wouldn’t budge. 

			Desperate, Moraney planted his slimy feet against the rear wall and shoved with all his strength. It was barely enough. The door shrieked open, and he fell on his face. He blinked, blinded by the light of Adder Vale.

			Relieved, Moraney crept from the concealing ivy and squinted at the brilliant afternoon. He was alive! Truly alive for the first time in decades. Skywark would surely fall, but he was free! As free as the eagle soaring high overhead. He only had to make his way east. Though his steps were slow, his mind swiftly spun a scheme.

			It would take the invaders all day to conquer Skywark. Moraney only had to make it to the Scarlet Rill. There, he could scrub off this filth and bribe the ferryman to carry him south to the Denere River. Any misgivings the man might have would be swept aside by the glint of gold. 

			Then, the moment his guard was down, Moraney would strike. He’d backstab the boatman, reclaim the bribe, and dump his body. The ferryman could tell no tales from the bottom of the river. A week downriver would carry the stolen boat into Yarlee territory. Moraney could book passage on a southerly ship and sail half the Arc away.

			Later, there would be time to plot revenge. For now, he just had to reach the Rill. Once Moraney was on the boat, Flinzer would never find him. The filthy sack held riches enough to begin a new life somewhere far, far away from the accursed keep. 

			“Lord Malorn Moraney,” a deep voice called down from the trees. 

			Moraney clutched his chest and nearly keeled from fright. The leaves seemed to fold into the very air as Threewolf peeled off his skein of sorcery. The giant’s steps began silent and gained weight with each stride toward Moraney until they rattled his rotten teeth. Cold blue eyes froze the old man in place.

			“You can’t be here!” Moraney squawked. Skywark Keep was the only path to Adder Vale.

			“Oh? I wouldn’t let a few mountains come between our friendship.”

			Threewolf held out huge hands, scored and raw from climbing. The cliffs that flanked the keep were sheer walls of frozen stone, utterly unscalable. Just as the walls of Skywark were unassailable. Just as the secret passage was unknown to all. Moraney glanced back at the passage and wondered who had betrayed him to Threewolf.

			“I was here long before they laid the first stone of that ugly keep. I will remain when the last brick crumbles. I know all the hidden ways. I knew you’d rabbit. How could you leave without settling the score? Here is your bounty, Moraney.”

			Threewolf clapped a hand against his chest.

			“Come and take it.”

			Moraney turned and ran. He didn’t get far.
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