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	Chapter 1: Storybook

	Tokara Deldano eyed the leather-bound tome resting in her mother's lap. The girl had seen the dusty book before, high on the shelf and out of reach. Is Momma going to read to us? She pressed her lips together, trying to suppress the squeal of joy building up inside.

	They had retired to the castle's solar, the place where the whole family usually spent winter evenings playing board games or cards. Unfortunately her father and brothers were away for the evening.

	Despite the early hour, it was already dark, and — even though it was well before her own bedtime — Tokara felt tired and chilled to the bone. Caia, who was four years younger than Tokara, had started yawning before the pudding had been served and was half-asleep by the time they had climbed the tower stairs to the solar. The relentless harsh winds and weeks of icy temperatures were taking their toll on everybody.

	Tokara let her eyes drift over the solar, her favorite room in the castle. Intricate tapestries lined all four stone walls. Her mother had brought the hanging pieces from a faraway land only last fall. Enormous, they depicted faerie stories and tales of magical beasts that made Tokara's imagination tumble.

	The room's chilly stone floors had been layered with plush rugs, which created a spongy cushion for her every step, but this evening she'd pulled on two pairs of knitted socks before cramming her feet into her sheepskin-lined house boots. Leaning slightly forward on the stuffed leather hassock, she wiggled her toes, grateful for the arched fireplace so big that it could fit a team of pack mules. Fed throughout the day and evening, the fire kept the solar toasty and drove away the dampness.

	Tokara turned her back to the fireplace, enjoying the warmth that spread from her lower back to her shoulder blades. She was glad her mother would not be traveling again until spring. Home was always merry for the Deldano children but never as merry as when their mother returned from one of her long voyages. Tokara also noted happily that her mother's tremendous desk was bare. The farmers' tithes had been collected after harvest, and the annual review of the estate and the Deldano lands had been concluded in time for the midwinter feast. According to tradition, the family would soon bring solstice gifts to the inhabitants of the Chain and the farms that surrounded the villages. Tokara always looked forward to the village celebrations and the feast that would follow at the castle.

	As an early present, her father had taken both of her brothers ice fishing on Garganey Lake. Tokara shivered to think just how cold her father and the twins would be on this long and starless night. While she liked fishing, she was happy to have stayed behind. Her mother traveled so often throughout the year that having her home was solstice prize enough for Tokara.

	The flames in the fireplace jumped up and sent a pleasant blast of warmth up her spine. Tokara looked over at little Caia. The six-year-old lay contently curled on the thick lambskin rugs, nestled between the family's five hunting dogs. Caia and the dogs were fast asleep; the youngest, a seventy-pound monster of a six-month-old puppy, snored in Caia's tightly wound grasp.

	"I think Howler belongs to Caia," her mother said softly. "He's taken to her."

	Tokara nodded firmly. She longed to pet the pup's short velvety coat but kept her hands to herself.

	"You don't mind?" Her mother turned her bright and penetrating gaze on her.

	"A little." Tokara could never lie to her parents. "I thought Howler would be my special dog." She shifted her body and leaned toward the leather chair to be closer to her mother.

	Dressed in warm robes that brought out the green of her eyes, her honey-blond curls loose around her shoulders, Kadana Deldano looked far less commanding than usual.

	Tokara loved these rare moments, when her mother was relaxed and completely present. She admired her mother greatly, but at times like this, Tokara's heart swelled with adoration as well. Momma is the most beautiful woman in the world.

	"Why did you think that?" Her mother wasn't searching for a specific answer; she just wanted to know the truth.

	"Well, I thought, since Fergus and Liam and Becca and Rawley are twins, they obviously belong to our twins." Tokara thought about how one of each of the hound twins had sought out one of her twin brothers to follow around and worship. "Fergus and Becca are always with Rask. And Liam and Rawley can't wait for Reeve to play with them, even though they are really working dogs."

	"You noticed the dogs didn't go ice fishing with the Rask and Reeve?" her mother pointed out with a smirk. "The dogs stayed here where it's warm."

	Tokara nodded, aware. "I though when Daddy brought home a puppy this summer, that it would be my puppy. Because I'm next in line."

	"I see why you might think that."

	"But Caia loves Howler. Can't sleep without him." Tokara spoke from experience. "He's a baby, and she's our baby. So, it all does make a lot of sense."

	"You sound very grown up, my sweet girl." Her mother put her hand on the leather tome. "The giants of the earth could learn from you." She smiled. "Did I ever tell you the story of Straakhan . . . and Bumpus?"

	Tokara leaned against the overstuffed arm of the chair. "I don't know that story, Momma."

	Kadana opened the great book to the middle and began to flip pages, searching for the story. The leather binding brushed softly against her woolen robes.

	Tokara held her breath. Her mother didn't often take time to read to them. Far more often she'd take her children hunting or run them through sword drills or archery practice. Under her mother's strict tutelage, Tokara had learned to ride a pony when she was only three. Story time was more the realm of her father and sometimes the Melian relatives on the rare occasions they visited.

	Kadana carefully shifted the book, folding out a longer page to three times its length. The rustling of paper caught Howler's attention. The puppy raised his copper head, looked around the room, bleary-eyed, and gave a hearty yawn. Then he settled back down and rested the full weight of his head on Caia's shoulder. The little girl didn't stir.

	"In days long ago . . ." The story began the traditional way. "Straakhan built his castle in the impenetrable forest of—"

	"Is it our castle, Momma?" Tokara thought she already knew the answer.

	"Yes, this is the castle Straakhan built," her mother confirmed.

	Tokara sighed. "A castle built by the one of the giants of Imlidral. . ." She let the mystery of it hang in the air.

	"Straakhan wasn't just one of the giants of Imlidral, you know. The blood of the faerie coursed through him as well," her mother went on. "And once, when the days were short and the nights were long, Straakhan left his castle to search for a companion.

	"He didn't like spending time with the other giants. But he had grown weary of being alone. So, he sought new company." Her mother looked up from her book. "What kind of companion do you think he found?

	"Wouldn't he seek a human companion?" Tokara asked. "A friend?"

	"Remember, this was in days long ago," her mother said. "So long ago that there were no humans."

	Tokara considered. "Was it a cat?" she asked, finally. "A mighty, fierce cat like Tormy?" She'd never met the talking cat, which was rumored to be the size of a pony, but the stories told of Omen and Tormy's adventures were fantastical and amazing. She wondered if they were all true.

	"I don't know if Straakhan knew about Tormy's kin," her mother said. "I've never heard stories of such cats before."

	"My third guess . . ." Tokara looked at the pile of dogs. "My third guess is that he sought the company of a dog."

	"He would have, my dearest." Her mother flipped the pages of the book. "But in those days so long ago, there were no dogs."

	"No dogs, Momma?" Tokara set her lips to a pout. "Dogs have always been. Haven't they?"

	"Nothing has always been." Kadana tapped the page.

	The story wasn't going the way Tokara had expected. Her lips trembled slightly, questions dancing through her head like snowflakes caught up in an unexpected gust. "Did Straakhan ever find a pet?" she asked finally.

	"Not a pet," her mother corrected. "A companion. There's a big difference."

	"Did he find a companion, Momma?"

	"Straakhan went out into the forest. In the deepest, darkest part of the woods, he saw a great beast. The creature was so large and so fierce, he dared not approach it, but he watched its movements for many days.

	"It was mighty indeed: large jaws filled with fearsome, snapping teeth; fat paws round as stones with claws drawn out and sharp; a coat as brown as the earth and as thick and long as pine needles. When it roared, the trees trembled and the moon hid behind the sun.

	"The creature holed up in a cave for a long time, and Straakhan lay in wait, his patience growing thin. When the mighty one emerged from the cave again, Straakhan knew the wait had been worth it.

	"With her, for Straakhan learned then that the creature was a female, were four little ones of her kind. Three were brown like their mother, but one — the largest — was white as milk and had eyes blue as the sky at noon.

	"Over many months of waiting and watching, Straakhan won the trust of the mother. He brought her food, watched over the cubs, and protected them from enemies. A season passed, and the cubs grew.

	"One day, the family moved on while Straakhan slept. He woke to find them gone and the cave empty. His heart was broken, for he had come to love them all.

	"But as he turned away, knowing he would have to return to his empty castle all alone, the snowy white youngling with the blue eyes came to his side.

	"He named him Bumpus."

	"Bumpus is a funny name," Tokara interrupted.

	"Bumpus is a funny name, and Straakhan was delighted by his funny companion."

	"Was Bumpus a good companion?"

	"The very best, most loyal companion. Bumpus grew to be incredibly big and strong. His long coat was white in winter and golden in summer. Bumpus followed Straakhan everywhere, like a puppy."

	"Is there a picture in the book?" Tokara asked impetuously.

	Her mother stiffened slightly, but she turned the book so Tokara could study the folded-out page.

	The parchment was brittle but the picture seemed fresh, nearly gleaming. A tall, handsome man in leathers stood next to an enormous creature Tokara thought looked like both a wolf and a bear.

	"Is that Bumpus?" she asked, pointing her finger at the white wolf-bear. "His neck is thick; his legs are like tree stumps; his jaw is round like a bear's, but everything else about him is like a wolf. And he walks on four feet."

	Her mother nodded. "And don't forget, Straakhan was a giant. So Bumpus is much larger than a regular wolf standing next to a regular man."

	Tokara thought that Straakhan in the painting was nearly as handsome as her oldest brother. "Straakhan looks a lot like Beren," she said absently.

	Her mother chuckled softly.

	"I don't recognize this language, Momma." Tokara tilted her head to look at the odd letters, which appeared to her as if a chicken had danced across the page.

	"The writing is very, very old," her mother said. "Don't worry. You won't have to learn it."

	Tokara wanted to hear more, but a powerful yawn took hold of her. She quickly flung her hands to her face to cover her mouth.

	"Straakhan and Bumpus were the best of companions. They traveled the world and had many adventures." Her mother closed the book, stifling a yawn of her own. "It's getting to be bedtime, for all of us."

	"Were Bumpus and Straakhan companions forever?" Tokara hoped to draw out the tale.

	"Not forever, my sweet." Her mother returned the book to the side table.

	Though afraid to hear more, Tokara couldn't stop herself from asking. "What happened?" she whispered anxiously.

	A sad smile played on her mother's lips. "What always happens. When it was time for Bumpus to pass, Straakhan wouldn't accept it. Straakhan, through his faerie blood, was immortal. He wanted his companion to be immortal as well."

	"And that couldn't happen." Tokara felt a lump form in her throat.

	"Oh no, Tokara." Her mother took a deep breath. "It did happen. Straakhan railed against the gods and nature. He found a way to make Bumpus immortal."

	"But then everything was all right." Tokara didn't understand why her mother had made it seem like the story's end would be sad.

	"Straakhan made a lot of enemies in his quest to make Bumpus immortal. He defied many powerful immortals and put worlds in danger. He cared for nothing but obtaining his goal. Straakhan got what he wanted. But not the way he wanted it.

	"Once Bumpus was immortal like Straakhan, the powerful ones he had offended punished Straakhan. They banished him to a solitary realm, a place that could only hold one immortal at a time. If a second immortal joined him there, they would both be torn apart, splintered into the tiniest bits of energy and pure power. Destroyed for eternity.

	"If Bumpus hadn't been immortal, he would have been able to join Straakhan in his exile. The very gift of immortality held them apart, will hold them apart for all eternity."

	Tokara's eyes stung. "What happened to Bumpus?"

	"Bumpus was left all alone. His family long dead, none of his kind walked the earth."

	Tokara frowned. "This is only a story, right Momma?"

	Her mother tilted her head. "This happened in days so long ago, it might as well be called 'only a story.' But I want you think of the responsibility that comes with gaining a companion. Straakhan ruined himself for the love of Bumpus; and his heart breaks every day anew."

	Tokara looked over at Caia snuggling closer to Howler. "So, is it bad to have a companion? Does it always end in sadness? If it's like that, I don't think I want one."

	"My little philosopher," her mother said. "You have to live and love wherever your heart takes you. And sometimes love of another takes you down a thorny path. That is life."

	Tokara looked at her mother's smiling face and the cozy dog pile, her sister at its center. "Life is beautiful and cruel then."

	"Let's get you girls ready for bed," her mother said. She scooped Caia from the rug, lifting the sleeping girl as if she weighed less than a feather.

	Howler, stretching and yawing, padded out of the room after them.

	Tokara's eyes fell on the leather tome. Impulsively, she picked it up from the table and followed her mother and sister to the sleeping chambers.

	 


 

	Chapter 2: Daybreak

	The next morning started grey and cold. Tokara had twisted around in bed during the night, her dreams muddled and noisy. She woke, tightly wrapped up in her blankets and clutching the leather storybook. A lace of frost bordered the thick glass of her colorful bedroom windows. She could see her breath fog in front of her face as she poked her head out from her nest of blankets. The fireplace was cold and ashy, and she wondered briefly why the handmaidens hadn't stoked it during the night, as was their custom.

	Shaking off the fog of sleep, she remembered that, along with the rest of the household servants, Neyla and Zennia would be busy decorating for the solstice celebration.

	Before long, the walls of the great hall would be stripped of all weapons — from the mysterious obsidian knives excavated in the forest of Syrnor to the two-hand sword wielded by General Diemos at the battle of Dunfar. All the decorative daggers, axes, spears, maces, crossbows and long bows would be gathered and taken to the armory — Olegan's great hammer the only artifact remaining in its place of honor above the mantle. All the shields and helmets and full suits of armor would be stored, as they were every year, until after the feast. The rich fall tapestries would be replaced with gleaming silks, silver and white to match the season's snow and ice.

	Gollis, the seneschal, and Rhoswen, the housekeeper, would even commandeer the men-at-arms to lug the long tables and heavy benches into the great hall. Supplied with evergreens by the groundsmen, the soldiers would then line the perimeter with live trees in clay pots.

	Feeling the tingle of excitement in her fingers and toes, Tokara wiggled out from underneath her blankets and pushed her goose down pillows aside.

	In preparation for the Night of Blessing that started the celebration, the household servants would set to the merry task of decorating the glorious trees with long strands of colorful glass and crystals until everything shimmered and sparkled. A carefully arranged sea of candles would flicker along with the roaring fire — a fire that would not grow cold until spring when the first blooms dared to break through the ice and snow.

	Tokara's stomach growled. Wonder if we're having breakfast in the kitchens this morning.

	The kitchens were always the busiest the week before the winter solstice, the staff preparing to serve hundreds of invited guests from all over the Chain and baking the spice cakes and cookies for the Days of Gifting that followed.

	Glorious anticipation bubbled through Tokara's brain, thoughts of feasting and merrymaking easily driving away the grey morning and her uneasy dreams. The solstice feast was her favorite time of year, and she looked forward to the happy hours she would spend with her family and friends.

	Tokara wondered if the Melian bards would return for the solstice again this year, bringing with them music and song. She longed to see her cousins and hear all the news from the land of the Sundragons. Perhaps Omen would even bring Tormy, the talking cat everyone was gossiping about. She speculated that a talking cat would talk about cat things, like chasing mice and taking naps; she concluded that she would probably prefer the genial ramblings of a talking dog. But I would love to see that Tormy. If he's real.

	Tokara ran two hands through her long hair, combing it out of her face. I should go down to the baths after breakfast and let the sun stones warm me up.

	She thought about at least getting the loose sun stone from the obsidian sarcophagus in the catacombs of her dollhouse, but then she remembered that her father had taken all of the extra heat-giving magic stones to the stables to keep the animals warm during the dead of winter.

	Chilled, she wriggled her feet into her fur-lined boots, which she had thankfully left at her bedside. She sat, unmoving, for a moment and basked in the featherbed's slowly fading warmth.

	"You took Howler!" Caia cracked open the heavy oak door to Tokara's bedchamber. Still in her linen sleep gown, long hair in snarls and tangles, the six-year-old pushed her way into Tokara's room. The little girl hollered loudly, "Give him back. He's mine, not yours! You . . . you . . . you . . . crumb cake!"

	Tokara stood up, speechless. Caia had thrown the occasional temper fit, but the rage that contorted her delicate face was something all together different.

	Caia flung herself at Tokara, tiny fists punching at her sister's stomach. Tokara stumbled back, smashing her calves against the front of her bed.

	"I don't have your pup, Caia!"

	Her little sister's face was red with anger and wet with tears and snot. "Liar!"

	"Caia!" Tokara grabbed the girl's shoulder and gave her two sharp shakes. "Cut it out! I don't have Howler!"

	The child stopped short. She quaked, rage tears still flowing, but panic and fear now flashed in her green eyes.

	"He's gone, Tokara. He's gone. He's gone!" Caia wiped her face with her sleeves, her gap-toothed lisp making her sound like a baby again. "Where is he?"

	"He could have snuck out when Neyla and Zennia tended the fire."

	"But Neylie and Zennie didn't come in during the night." Caia drew her pale eyebrows together in consternation.

	Tokara frowned as well. "They didn't stoke the fire in here either." She pointed to her fireplace. "It's cold."

	Caia swallowed hard. "We have to find Howler," she whispered.

	As the girls stepped into the hallway, the chill in the air tickled Tokara's nose, and she sneezed. At the last moment she had grabbed her woolen jacket off the storage trunk. She slipped it around Caia's shoulders. "You're shivering," she told her sister.

	"I'll worry about being warm when I have Howler back." The little girl's tone was stubborn and combative. "But thanks." She buttoned the jacket up to her neck and tied the belt as well.

	The stone hallway looked unusually dusky, the windows shuttered tightly against the cold, the thick pillar candles flameless in their sconces. Tokara stood still a moment, waiting for her eyes to adjust.

	"Howler!" Caia shouted into the encroaching darkness.

	"Shh!" Tokara cautioned. "Something isn't right."

	"I want Momma," Caia said in a small voice, her eyes big and round.

	Tokara took her little sister's hand, noticing that Caia's palms were as cold and clammy as her own.

	The girls crept toward the grand staircase. Caia's head twisted from side to side. She cast her eyes low to the ground, checking under and behind anything that could possibly obscure a dog.

	Tokara pointed at the thick red curtains partitioning the hall from the minstrels' gallery.

	Caia nodded and nimbly drew back the curtain. The narrow balcony overlooked the great hall. Below, her mother stood in conference with the seneschal and the captain of the guards. Tokara's brothers were also in attendance, wrapped in furs and leathers as if they had just arrived from the wilderness.

	Surprised to see Reeve and Rask, who should still be ice fishing on Garganey Lake, Tokara called out, but her friendly greeting was drowned out by a heart-stopping shriek. Tokara spun, twisting first to look at Caia — the source of the wail — and then immediately pivoting toward the cause of the little girl's distress.

	The handmaidens Neyla and Zennia stood propped like life-sized dolls against the wall facing the wooden railing.

	"Neylie! Zennie!" Caia cried out. "They're blue. Why are they blue, Tokara?"

	Tokara looked at the two young women, unable to tell if their faces were painted blue or had turned blue because their skin was extremely cold. In either case, neither woman was moving, and their open eyes glistened with cracked ice crystals.

	Upon hearing Caia's scream, their mother called out from below, "Caia! Tokara!" The urgency in her voice jolted Tokara from her torpor. "Girls, get down here right now! Jump!"

	Her big brothers called out as well, their panicked voices overlapping. "Jump! Jump!"

	Neither Tokara nor Caia hesitated. The girls clambered over the gallery's wooden railing and flung themselves into the air with complete trust.

	As expected, her mother caught her in her strong arms, while Caia sailed into Rask's firm embrace. Reeve steadied them both.

	Crushed against metal studs, Tokara realized her mother was already fully outfitted in leather armor, her sword sheathed at her side.

	Little Caia, light as a feather, struggled in their brother's grasp. "Neylie! Zennie!" Caia cried out. "They're blue. They're not moving."

	Gollis, the seneschal, gasped. "The poor dears."

	"They were so close to us," Tokara added hastily. "We could have reached out and touched them." She looked back up to the minstrels' gallery. "They were stiff as boards. Like they were frozen." She bit back tears.

	Gollis nervously twisted his oversized golden lion ring, the mark of his station. "Lady Kadana," he addressed Tokara's mother with a tremor in his voice, "what shall we—"

	"Are you hurt?" her mother asked the girls sharply, ignoring her seneschal.

	"No, Momma." Tokara hopped to her feet.

	"Did you see anyone else upstairs?"

	"No, Momma." Tokara said and turned to Caia for confirmation. Her little sister looked around, great furrows wrinkling her forehead.

	"I didn't see Neyla and Zennia up there. How did we miss them?" Her mother sounded angry, but she held out a gentle hand to Tokara.

	The great hall felt breezy, though not as cold as the upstairs. The tremendous fireplace roared angrily as one of the servants fed log after log into the flames. The young boy, Niadh, threw a concerned look in Tokara's direction.

	Tokara smiled weakly at her friend and swallowed several times to subdue the beginning of hiccups.

	"This sounds like what happened in the Chain," her mother said with grave concern. "Gollis, send Aster to me right away," she commanded the seneschal. "Neyla and Zennia will need a healer . . . if it isn't already too late. Gather all the servants in the kitchens. Count them all. Make sure none are missing."

	The man's shoulder-length wispy white curls danced around his pallid round face as he looked from side to side, but his dark blue eyes sparkled with determination and courage. "Yes, my lady," he said, bowed and headed for the servants' quarters at a near sprint.

	"Now—" Kadana started.

	"Howler is gone!" Caia interrupted their mother with a tortured shout. "We have to find him." She pulled on Rask's hand. "Get Fergus and Becca." The soles of her house boots pelted the stone floor as Caia impatiently ran to her other brother and tugged on his hand. "Reeve, get Liam and Rawley! They'll sniff out Howler. Hurry!"

	Her mother waggled a finger at Caia. "The boys will help you find Howler, but right now I need you all to stay put. Something is happening. Your father and grandfather are on their way to the Chain." A dark shadow flicked across her face. "Reeve, tell your sisters what you told us."

	Reeve nodded curtly, his face pale and serious.

	"Werton," her mother directed the captain of the guards. "Split the guard. We have to comb the castle for signs of entry. Something got in during the night. Something unsavory. I will go upstairs myself."

	The tall captain of the guards gave a brisk bow and hurried toward the courtyard and his garrison.

	"Stay together," her mother told the siblings. "Stay safe." She gave Tokara's hand a squeeze before she let go.

	Tokara knew her mother was a warrior, a famed warrior, but she had never seen her manage a real crisis. For a moment, the young girl wasn't sure if she should be scared or thrilled. And she didn't know if she should try harder to assist her mother. The castle and its dwellers were the responsibility of the family, and she felt it was her duty to help if some mischief had befallen their home. She looked to her older brothers.

	Reeve whistled sharply. His trill was followed by the thundering of paws scrambling up the kitchen stairs. The pack of nearly identical brown hounds, absent the copper puppy Howler, danced around the children and ferociously snuffled the floor in front of the fireplace. Four dog heads scooted Niadh aside unceremoniously. The young page gave up feeding the fire; instead he petted the dogs and then made his quick escape down to the kitchens.

	While their mother hastened up the grand stairs, sword drawn, Rask and Reeve shuffled around indecisively, wanting to obey but barely keeping themselves from following behind her. All four children looked at each other, at a loss.

	Caia's eyes filled with tears. "Momma," she breathed.

	Fear for their mother's safety grabbed a tight hold of Tokara's heart; she could barely breathe.

	As if answering her unvoiced plea, a dozen men-at-arms rushed in from the courtyard and followed the lady of the castle up the wide stone staircase. The soldiers too were fully armored and equipped.

	Rask put his hand on Tokara's shoulder. "That must have been scary," he said and motioned to the minstrels' gallery. "Seeing them like that."

	"They looked frozen," Tokara tried to explain but couldn't convey the horror she'd felt seeing Neyla and Zennia stiff and propped against the wall — utterly helpless. "I don't know if they're frozen, bewitched, maybe even . . ." She couldn't say the dreadful word.

	"I'm scared for Neylie and Zennie too," Caia piped up. "But Howler is all alone, and I have to find him." She grasped both of Tokara's hands. "You'll help me," the little girl implored. "You love him too. I know you do."

	"We all love Howler," Reeve said gently before Tokara could answer. He lifted Caia and set her down on a bench in front of the fire. Without waiting, the hounds crowded around them, overwhelming them with licks and soft nudges.

	"We'll go look for Howler," Reeve reassured her, "but first we have to tell you what happened in the Chain last night." He took a deep breath. "When you ride up to Garganey Lake, you pass by three villages of the Chain—"

	"Brunn, Irmel and Ginster," Tokara rattled off. Her father traveled the Chain every season, visiting each village and each farm, and she knew his route by heart.

	"Last night," Rask said gravely, "while we were on the lake, someone—"

	"Or something," his twin interrupted.

	"Or something." Rask pushed his ink-black curls out of his face. Both boys favored their father, except when it came to their eyes. All the Deldano siblings had eyes the same unique shade of green as their mother's. "Something . . ." He didn't seem to know how to continue.

	"A group of riders from Ginster sought us out at the lake," Reeve jumped in. "They arrived a little after midnight. You see, we'd stopped by the village on our way to the lake, so the villagers knew we were close. They asked for father's aid."

	"We followed them back to Ginster." Rask swallowed hard. "The whole village was awake and gathered in the town square. The lit torches looked like a lake on fire. Everyone had armed themselves with anything they could grab — pitchforks, shovels. Anything."

	"And of course, like all of the villages in the Chain, Ginster has a lot of old veterans from the Nelminorian war. They were armed to the teeth and ready to jump to it." Reeve's eyes gleamed. "A good number of magic wielders among our folks too. I think a few said they'd followed Mother back to Kharakhan after the Battle of Dunfar."

	"So what happened at the village?" Caia asked, impatient to search for the pup.

	"The village had been raided while most everyone was asleep," Rask said, head shaking back and forth in disbelief. "The village watch was found frozen and stiff. Three young warriors."

	"Blue like Neylie and Zennie?" Caia squeaked.

	The children all looked up at the minstrels' gallery where their mother was now standing in deep and quiet conversation with the healer.

	"Aster will help them," Tokara tried to reassure Caia, though she herself felt uncertain and completely out of her depth. She knew it was possible that the two servants were beyond the help of a healer.

	"It turns out that whoever . . . or whatever got past the guards," Rask finished up the tale, "took a lot of valuables from all the villagers. Coins, jewelry, loose gems, furs, and every barrel of honey mead."

	"Somebody has a sweet tooth." Reeve chuckled.

	Caia shot him a dark look. "You can laugh again when I have Howler back, but not until then!" she said imperiously and stomped her foot.

	"That's not all," Rask edged in. "Father wanted to make sure we got home safely, so he rode back with us, through three links of the Chain. And every town we rode through had also been robbed. In the same way."

	"And you forgot the strangest part," Reeve added. "Whoever . . . or whatever did this took all the bells."

	"The bells?" Tokara frowned.

	"The silver solstice bells."

	"Every single one," Rask confirmed. "From every single front door. And the great bells from every village sanctuary and from the roadside shrines."

	"That's why Mother is so worried," Tokara said, troubled.

	"If whoever or whatever broke into the castle as well . . ." Reeve patted his dogs' backs and flanks. "You'd think these hounds would have raised an alarm . . ."

	"If whoever or whatever can raid three villages and a castle successfully in only a few hours without being seen by anyone, then what makes you think the dogs could have known to raise an alarm?" his twin argued back.

	"I think someone did see," Tokara said. She looked up to the minstrels' gallery where her mother and Aster stood in conference, blocking the handmaidens' frozen forms from view.

	"Father and grandfather are on their way back through the Chain," Rask said, acknowledging her words with a nod. "Mother said she'd join them as soon as the castle was sorted, but I don't think that will happen anytime soon."

	"We should tell Mother your idea about the maids." Reeve considered. "If they were frozen so they couldn't raise an alarm, we might not be dealing with a murderer."

	"But what if the freezing kills them, even if whoever or whatever didn't mean to?" Tokara asked. She wished she hadn't said the words out loud.

	Caia looked miserable. "What if Howler saw the monster? What if it frosted . . . frozened . . . freezed him somewhere? We have to find my puppy!" Her eyes leaked tears of frustration.

	"Mother said to stay here," Reeve reminded her.

	"Mother said to stay together and to stay safe," Tokara said. "As long as we stay together, we could look around the castle a little. Can't we?"

	"The castle is safe," Caia agreed, tear-streaked face shining with hope. "Momma is upstairs . . ."

	"You're still in your sleep clothes and house boots," Rask pointed out. "How about you and Tokara stay here, and Reeve and I will take the dogs around. They'll be able to sniff out Howler."

	"That wouldn't be staying together." Tokara didn't like her brother's plan very much.

	"We'll be together in the castle," Reeve said quickly. "And Caia will be much happier if we find Howler quickly."

	Caia nodded.

	Whistling for their dogs, Reeve and Rask set off toward the stone stairs that led to the lower part of the keep.

	Tokara watched them leave. She snuck an arm around Caia. "You're not going to stay put are you?"

	Caia shook her head.

	"And I can't stop you?"

	"You'd have to knock me out and put me in chains," Caia said sincerely.

	"We need warmer clothes." A plan forming in her head, Tokara pointed to Rask and Reeve's discarded fur cloaks and bags.

	 


 

	Chapter 3: Winter Woods

	In the blue light of morning, the winter woods looked like a powdered sugar-covered confection. Fresh snow blanketed the ground and covered up any hope of tracking Howler's footprints.

	Caia didn't seem aware of the setback, but Tokara worried. In her mind, the puppy rescue mission had been very clear. She imagined that as long as they could avoid the guards on their way out, they could circle the castle until they found dog tracks in the snow. She had hoped Howler's telltale prints would lead them straight to wherever he was holed up.

	Initially, everything had gone according to plan. On the far side of the castle's stone curtain wall, they'd sought out a slightly wide arrow loop, wide enough for a small girl to fit through. Tokara had discovered the convenient opening in the wall during a ferocious game of hide-and-seek earlier in the year.

	Nimble as the monkeys their mother often compared them to, the girls had climbed down the outer wall, fingers digging into the niches between the rough stones, toes balancing on the narrow ledges. Once on the ground, the sisters had collapsed into the soft snowbanks that had formed at the foot of the wall and gasped with exhaustion. Climbing back up the wall was not an option. They would have to find another secret way into the castle. Tokara decided to worry about that later.

	"My arms feel like I carried buckets of bricks," Tokara moaned.

	"My fingertips are numb," Caia added.

	Tokara noticed the little girl's fingers were bleeding. "Let me see that." Tokara felt guilt lapping at her. "Maybe we should go back. Get some bandages."

	The little girl shook her head stubbornly and plunged her small hands into Rask's gloves. "I'm fine," she said fiercely.

	"All right." Tokara shoved her own scraped fingers into her pair of borrowed gloves. Hope Reeve doesn't notice the blood. Then she looked from side to side. "We can still circle the castle, but we probably won't find any tracks in the fresh snow."

	Caia frowned and surveyed the area as well.

	The tree line was not far from the castle, a fact much bemoaned by their grandfather, who had once upon a time been the captain of the guards to the emperor of the distant land of Shindar. Protecting an imperial palace made him an expert on defending a fortress, or so he reminded the family at regular intervals.

	"A forest hides approaching enemies, Kadana-sa," he would advise Tokara's mother. "Have the land cleared to the mountains, so you can see anyone approaching, friend or foe."

	"There are other considerations, Yoshihiro-so," her mother would answer him respectfully, but she never clarified her reasons for not cutting the forest farther back.

	"Kadana has beliefs that are deeply entwined with the land," Tokara's father would explain to his father. "You understand the kas'injin back in Shindar. Kadana understands the kas'injin here in Kharakhan."

	At which point, Tokara's mother would gruffly say something about not wanting to discuss kas'injin, beasties, boggets or faykin, ending the friendly bickering. A few seconds later, she'd always whisper, "They might be listening." And Rask and Reeve would bust out laughing.

	"We are just guessing at a direction, you know," Tokara told Caia. She wanted her sister to make the decision whether to search or to go home, but in truth, she really wanted to return to the castle and the warmth of the great hall.

	"There are only so many directions to pick," Caia replied. "And if Howler ran into the forest, he had to pick one of them."

	"That isn't a plan," Tokara grumbled.

	"But it is an action," Caia replied, sounding older than her six years despite her soft lisp. "Mother says when in doubt, take action."

	"I don't think she meant sneak out of the castle and wander willy-nilly all over the forest."

	"How do you know?" Caia looked at her. "Did you ask?"

	Tokara fell silent. She couldn't imagine the trouble they'd be in if their mother found out they'd secretly slipped out of the castle. While the boys broke the rules on a regular basis, she had never felt the need to do anything so foolish. Even standing next to the ice-covered stone wall, her boots deep in the snow, her brother's fur cloak hanging to her ankles, she didn't exactly understand why she wasn't abandoning their quest and taking Caia back to the comfort and safety of home.

	"Howler might go to Wood Frog Pond," Caia guessed, eyes shining and cheeks apple-red from the cold.

	Tokara felt a swell of happiness build up inside of her. Seeing Caia looking almost cheerful, when the little girl had been heartbroken all morning, was worth whatever consequences their jaunt might garner.

	"He'd know the way," Caia said, soft hope in her voice.

	"Then let's go get him."

	The fresh snow made following any tracks impossible, but Tokara and Caia both knew the way to Wood Frog Pond — the children's favorite spot for swimming in summer and ice skating in winter.

	It took them only a short while to cross the icy field. As they entered the dark forest, the air grew even chillier, and Tokara could see her every breath clearly. The well-traveled path to the swimming hole was wide enough for Caia and Tokara to walk side by side. Bet Reeve and Rask have been sneaking out here.

	The crack of a thick branch giving way under the weight of snow drove Caia's gloved hand into Tokara's. Tokara squeezed her sister's hand gently. "Do you want to go back?"

	"No," the little girl said with iron determination. "If Howler went swimming, he'll be very cold. And he'll need me to wrap him in a blanket."

	Tokara wished she had thought to bring a blanket.

	The woods gradually became less dense, and every step brought the girls closer to the bright clearing they sought. Encircled by snow-dusted Kharakhian oak trees, Wood Frog Pond gleamed. A blinding jigsaw of large and small ice islands floated peacefully on the calm water. In another few weeks it would be frozen solid. Thick layers of new snow lay plied around the pond like a circular dam. Early morning sunlight swaddled every inch of the snow-covered ground like a veil made of diamonds.

	Tokara squeezed her eyes half-shut against the glare. "Doesn't look like Howler's here," she whispered. "I don't think anyone is here."

	"Every creature in the forest is sleeping." Caia let go of Tokara's hand and moved closer to the pond's edge. "I don't hear anything."

	Tokara listened closely, expecting at least the faint hooting of owls or the distant call of morning birds. The silence that met her seemed complete and unnatural. While many creatures would be in deep hibernation — birds flown off for winter and little amphibians frozen on the pond bottom or burrowed below the frost line — many more usually roamed freely during the cold months, desperate for food. The utter silence of the forest alarmed her.

	Why is it so quiet? Tokara thought, but she kept silent — not wanting to scare her sister.

	A hard, wet object hit her in the side of the head and burst into a snow shower.

	Caia hooted. "Got you!" She pelted Tokara with another oversized snowball. The powdery orb hit in the center of Tokara's chest, wet slush finding its way through the opening of her borrowed cloak.

	"Brrawtpt!" Tokara spat out incomprehensibly. "You're a baked potato!" She scooped up as much loose snow as her gloved hands could grasp and formed it into a coarse globe.

	Thwap. Another snowball hit her in the face. She couldn't see a thing, but she blindly chucked her own snowy missile in the direction of Caia's ceaseless, high-pitched laughter. Tokara heard the impact before her eyes cleared of ice crystals.

	Caia's giggling resumed, and snowball fight fever took hold of both girls. They scooped and hurled an interminable number of snowballs at each other, some as big as pumpkins, some the size of apples.

	After circling Wood Frog Pond a dozen times in the heat of the game, Tokara trapped Caia between two high snow drifts, the natural corridor allowing dozens of back-and-forth volleys as Tokara encroached on her sister's space.

	Overheated and gasping for breath, both girls collapsed in the snow next to each other. Tokara sprinkled the tiniest handful of ice crystals onto Caia's rabbit fur cap, the flaps preventing the white slush from getting into her sister's ears.

	"You win," the little girl sputtered, laughter still shaking her.

	"Say that again." Tokara panted.

	"You win. You win," Caia crowed. "Tokara is the snowball champion!"

	An odd snort followed Caia's declaration.

	Tokara burst out laughing.

	"That wasn't me," Caia whispered, all humor gone from her voice.

	Tokara looked up, eyes watering from the merciless rays of morning sun.

	Backlit against the bright sky, a large shadow menaced from above the wall of snow to her right. A low growl followed another snort.

	Tokara shot to her feet, dragging Caia up by her collar. "Run!" she shouted to her little sister, pushing her away from the creature, toward the snow corridor's opening and the escape of the frozen lake.

	Caia shrieked like a barn owl.

	"Don't turn around!" Tokara bellowed. "Run!"

	A heavy object struck Tokara in the back. She fell forward and hit her chin on the hard-packed snow. Her head snapped back and pain shot through her neck and shoulders. A crushing weight landed on her back and squeezed almost all the remaining air from her lungs. Sparkly mist danced in front of her eyes, but through the haze she spied Caia clearing the bank of the pond and hopping from ice floe to ice floe.

	"Safe home, Caia," Tokara wheezed as bitter cold swept up her limbs. Icy blood coursed through her veins toward her heart. She felt her heartbeat slowing as the weighty mass pressed her down into the snow. The pain seemed distant, and spinning shadows danced in front of her eyes.

	She struggled to raise her head. At what was to her an immeasurable distance, she spied her sister's red-gold hair bouncing against the white landscape.

	Her frozen lips couldn't form the words, but she felt the tug of a smile.

	Safe home.

	Her eyes lost the ability to focus and everything surrounding her became a colorless flutter. She smelled a both sweet and acrid musk surrounding her. With a bone-shattering snap, the world around her perished.

	 


 

	Chapter 4: Ice Cave

	Tokara woke up, but she couldn't move.

	She strained hard to see. Her vision was fuzzy as if she were peering through very cloudy, very thick glass. She couldn't feel her extremities, but a vicious cold penetrated her torso and snaked into her neck. Her jaw was stiff and immovable, clamped shut like a bear trap. Taking even the tiniest sniffs through her nostrils was a chore, only a pinprick opening allowing her to take in life-sustaining air. Her lungs refused to expand very far, and though she tried to stay calm, the sharp edge of panic cut at her mind with quick strokes.

	Breathe. Out. Breathe. In. Breathe. Out.

	Her vision swam as teardrops dammed in the corners of her eyes and then almost instantly froze into another thin sheet of ice. During the split-second reprieve, she thought she spotted pale cave walls, several golden haystacks, and a white mountain rising and falling in the very center of a large cavern.

	She dismissed the odd image as her mind playing tricks and instead paid attention to her other senses.

	Breathe. In. Breathe. Out. Breathe. In.

	Her nose detected more of the unusual musk she'd noticed earlier, but the scent had grown more intense. The underlying sweetness reminded her of spoiled milk and unwashed dog ears.

	Like when the puppy came down with those awful ear mites.

	Sharp, herbaceous notes pricked through the sweet odor.

	Bayberry and thyme. She had a distant memory of bayberry candles burned in the shrines at year's end and of the thick bunches of wild thyme on Aster's drying racks.

	Tokara was keenly aware of the steady, if slow, beating of her own heart. The constant tap tap assured her that she was still alive.

	Distantly, she heard low breathing — not her own. The breaths were labored and seemed pained. Before she could orient herself toward the sound, a low moan disrupted the sluggish breaths. Another followed. It started like a hollow echo that seemed to creep up from the bottom of a deep well, but then it built into the high, hurried whine of a dog in distress. The noise ceased abruptly, and the labored breathing began anew.

	"Mother says when in doubt, take action." Caia's words bounced around in her head.

	"Shh," Tokara whistled through her frozen-together lips, trying to lull the source of the moans. Stay asleep, whatever you are. "Shh. Shh. Shh." She tried to make her sounds soothing and warm. She wiggled the tip of her tongue against her front teeth in an effort to pry them apart. "Shh."

	The minuscule movement loosened the tight muscles around her eyes slightly. Her lids twitched, cracking the ice skin sealing her eyeballs.

	She could almost see clearly again.

	The interior of the cave was dim, but Tokara's eyes had been shielded for so long that even the smallest bit of light helped her to make out shapes and textures. The cave was large, she noted, vaguely round, and possessed a high domed ceiling. The walls seemed made of snow or light stone. Several tunnels shot off straight ahead of her, leading away from the main area.

	Is that the way out?

	Tokara didn't remember how she'd gotten to the cave and wondered how much time had passed since the attack. She hoped Caia was safe back at home by the hearth.

	As long as Caia is safe, whatever happens to me doesn't matter.

	Sadness enveloped her like a soft embrace.

	I'll never see my family again. Momma. Caia. Rask. Reeve. Papa. Baba. My friends. Everyone at the castle. I'll never see the dogs. Howler. The horses. Our family in Melia. The Sundragons. I'll never meet the talking cat. I'll never travel with Momma. I'll never grow up . . . I thought I'd get the chance to grow up . . .

	A powerful, unstoppable sob punched her stomach from the inside; her lungs expanded painfully, and she threw open her mouth to let out a terrified scream. The harrowed sound was odd and unfamiliar, merging both her voice and some feral wail that would escape an animal's throat.

	Blood rushed through Tokara's limbs, the strength and energy granted by fear fanning through her muscles.

	A great rumble answered her scream, like an avalanche sounding from far away.

	She closed her mouth and jolted forward.

	What she had taken to be a white mountain on the cave floor roused itself and turned around again and again while repeatedly roaring the incredible blare. The beast that had attacked her in the snow rose to its full massive height and thundered with anger.

	Big and shaggy, the monster had the barrel body and the tree trunk legs of a great Kharakhian brown bear, though it was far larger and white as cream. Head and snout were more doglike than bearlike. But Tokara couldn't see much past the monster's teeth. Its fangs gleamed in the low light and flashed every time it shook its massive head.

	Tokara stumbled; she hit her back against the hard cave wall. She winced at the impact. Stones pelted the ground with a faint swoosh, as if she'd thrown a handful of sand over her shoulder.

	The beast crouched low, drawing back as if to leap. It rumbled low in its throat.

	Tokara had almost regained her footing when the monster lunged toward her. The giant white wolf head, for it was wolf not dog that snapped at her, took up her entire field of vision.

	She braced for the fatal bite.

	Perversely, the heart-stopping moment before contact seemed to slow down. For Tokara, the normally imperceptible ticks of time stretched into an eternity of anticipation, dread and resignation. Time stopped, lingered, and then languidly moved on.

	But the anticipated bite did not come.

	The monster sniffed the air, as if assessing her.

	Unable to move, she studied its face.

	The leathery skin of its nose was black cherry, not coal black as she'd thought. The long white furs fluffing around its ears were spiderweb thin. The monster had extraordinarily long eyelashes, white as frost. Most startling and mesmerizing was the blue of its eyes, forget-me-not blue, robin egg blue, blue like the sky on a clear spring day.

	Tokara screamed.

	The monster roared.

	Fear burned through her like fire, and she bolted. Somehow, she scooted past the hulk of white fur and ghastly fangs and sprinted toward one of the tunnels at random, her flight born of instinct not calculation.

	As if caught in a nightmare, she couldn't seem to move as fast as she wanted. Running was like losing her feet in the mud of the moors. She pulled her legs up with tremendous effort, every step more the result of will than of physical exertion.

	My body isn't listening to me!

	The pounding of giant thickset paws juddered the cave floor behind her.

	All around Tokara, on each side of the wide frosty tunnel, piles of gleaming metal and sparkling colors — red, blue, green, yellow, lavender — rose up nearly to the ceiling of the cave.

	Treasure, her analytical mind told her. Run! her instincts screamed.

	Before her the light shifted, brightened. The tunnel turned slightly, and she rounded the corner with a flush of joy at her imminent liberation.

	A large, enclosed room spread before her. The air was freezing cold, and she could once again see the breath in front of her face.

	Dead end!

	Large crystal shards half-embedded in the white stone walls gave off light as frigid as the distant stars. Despite the illumination, the content of what stood before her was very difficult to discern. Nothing in her nearly ten years of life had prepared her for the rows of shapes lining the walls. At first, she thought they were people, frozen and blue like Neyla and Zennia had been.

	The sound of the monster rampaging through the tunnel was suddenly no longer critical. The unmoving people took up the entirety of her awareness.

	What is this?

	Some were ordinary men and women, Kharakhian by feature and clothing. Some were not. Some were very tall, perhaps elvin by their regal dress. Some of them were short and hairy, with broad faces and round glazed-over eyes. Some were animal, some reptile. One ragged shape had features so distorted and disturbing, she could not look upon it after the first glance.

	Her heart constricted.

	They are all prisoners.

	Then she saw that some were without the plump moisture of flesh. They were drawn in and wrinkled like grapes turned to raisins. Some, finally, were without skin and flesh, only skeletons held up somehow by their clothes or armor. And some were piles of bleached bones.

	This is the monster's graveyard.

	She bowed her head.

	I am going to die here.

	Old dust tickled at the small hairs in her nose.

	She closed her eyes.

	"Betyrne," the monster growled behind her.

	It speaks? She held her breath.

	"Betyrne!" it repeated more forcefully, the music of the word had an ancient melody, one she couldn't grasp.

	"You killed all those people," she said, her voice quivering. She shook inside, but her anger at the creature who had killed so many over so long made her stubborn and put the fear temporarily out of reach.

	"Betyrne," it said softly this time.

	She knew without understanding that it wanted her to turn around. She took a deep breath — My last? — and faced the blue-eyed creature.

	On four feet, it had once again bent low to look her in the face. But this time, its eyes searched.

	Tokara did not know what it was looking for but appreciated that it hadn't killed her outright or frozen her like the macabre contents of its icy menagerie.

	Is it a collection?

	"Haewenu heafodsien," it said slowly, nearing her face with its large snout. She could feel its translucent whiskers graze her cheek.

	"BrrrUUUUUHHHHRRRRR." The excited bay of hounds trumpeted though the tunnels.

	Startled, Tokara involuntarily jumped in the air and let out a ludicrously high-pitched squeak.

	The monstrous snow-white wolf-bear drew back and let out an annoyed wail. It bolted back toward the main chamber.

	Tokara followed, running though her heart struck fiercely against her chest and her lungs ached with sharp stabbing pains. Nearing the main chamber, she tripped and fell hard upon the ground. Blood sprang from her nose, and she shoved her glove up to her face to dam the torrent. Her eyes had adjusted quickly to the cold light of the crystals adorning the walls of the monster's storage quarters. In contrast, the main chamber now seemed dusky. She saw sparks flying in front of her eyes, and she wondered if she hadn't hit her head when she'd bumped her nose.

	In the center of the room, the monster shifted its body's weight from side to side, the movement menacing.

	Inching closer, four dogs and two men formed a semi-circle around the monster. The hounds bayed loudly as if they had treed a raccoon. The men were armored in Deldano guard leathers and wore helms that covered their faces, but their gangly height and mess of coal black hair gave them away. Not men but two tall boys.

	Rask. Reeve . . . And the hounds! Tokara limped into the room and edged against the white walls.

	Gritty to the touch, she noted absently. Sandstone?

	Her brothers beat their long swords on iron-trimmed bucklers at a rapid tempo, producing an ear-splitting sequence of dissonant clanks.

	The unpleasant sound drove the monster back several steps, a move the boys mistook for retreat.

	"No!" The strangled cry escaped Tokara but was drowned out by the excited howls and barks of the dog pack.

	Eagerly, Rask lunged at the beast but before his more than competent blow could connect with the intended target, the snowy wolf-bear swept him aside with the flick of his paw.

	Rask crashed into one of the golden haystacks, which Tokara now realized were mounds of gold and treasure.

	His loot from the villages.

	In unison, Reeve and the dogs fell on the creature, answering the hurt done to Rask. The speed and chaotic nature of their attack threw the monster off balance momentarily. The four hounds, trained to hunt bears, attached themselves to the beast's massive limbs, digging teeth under armpits and savaging flanks.

	Reeve bashed the creature's white snout with five rapid blows, causing it to howl with pain.

	Meanwhile, Tokara crouched low and crab-walked to where Rask lay unmoving and half smothered in coins and jewelry.

	"We have to go," she hissed and tried dragging him to his feet. He weighed more than a sack of potatoes, and she couldn't budge him at all.

	The yips of a wounded dog spun her head back to the fight. The four hounds still clung tight, but the creature sprang ahead with such blinding speed, their lithe bodies whipped around like kites in a storm. Reeve backpedaled rapidly but there was nowhere for him to retreat.

	Without thinking, Tokara sprinted for the creature's back and threw herself forward as if reaching for a fingerhold in a cliffside. She scrambled up the long fur along its spine like a monkey holding on to ropes, spread her arms wide and grabbed a firm hold of both of its pointy wolf ears. The monster reared back, yelping. With all the strength she could muster, she pulled its ears — hard.

	It shrieked and danced in a circle to rid itself of its rider. To the encouraging barking of the hounds, Tokara tried to give another mighty wrench. But the monster's fur was too slick, and its bucking too intense. She felt herself disengaging in dreadful slow-motion as if thrown from a wild horse. One moment she had a tight hold; the next she was airborne.

	She crashed down on the ground, the air rushing out of her lungs so quickly she blacked out for a second. She managed to tuck her head, but felt ribs cracking, shock dampening the full force of the pain.

	"Halt!" The command ricocheted through the chamber like thunder and lightning.

	Momma!

	Tokara rolled to her less injured side and propped herself up.

	Before the monster stood her mother in full battle gear.

	 


Chapter 5: War Hammer

	Kadana Deldano stood unflinching before the snow-white beast, fully attired in the segmented scale armor that was her preference. She grasped a mighty war hammer in both hands. Carved from Kharakhian ironwood, the maul bore a heavy metal head, blunted on one side, sharpened on the other. Every inch of the artifact was familiar to Tokara; it had been a prized fixture over the mantle of the great hall's fireplace since before the girl could remember.

	Momma has never taken Olegan's Hammer down from the wall before.

	The length of the hammer's darkened handle marked it as polearm more likely to be used in mounted combat than hand-to-hand, her mother had told her. But Olegan had been of the dwarfkin who had lived underground in the time before, and what he'd wielded from the back of his slithering mount had become the perfect close-ranged weapon for Tokara's tall mother.

	Kadana tilted her head down slightly, green eyes flashing with bitter rage, and growled out what sounded like a challenge. "Becies, Ealdgeneat!"

	Fight me, old companion . . . What? Tokara dragged herself to her feet, holding a firm hand against her injured side. I understood that! Pain flared through her torso, and she had a hard time catching her breath.

	Before she could take another wavering step, a strong arm slipped around her waist and steadied her.

	"Reeve," she whispered, relieved. "We have to help M—"

	"Just hang on," her brother replied quietly. "We have to get Rask outside. The dogs already bolted. Can you make it?"

	The bear creature let out a fierce roar and took a threatening step closer to Kadana. She stood her ground, but both Reeve and Tokara, watching from the sidelines, recoiled. The careless movement drove another wave of pain through Tokara's body.

	She watched in horrified fascination as the monster flung its white mane from side to side. It paused its attack for a moment while indulging in a fit of ill-tempered caterwauling, but then it crouched low and sprung forward, merciless teeth snapping at her mother's beloved face.

	Tokara held a shallow breath as Kadana pivoted on her heel with remarkable dexterity and swung the blunt side of the hammer against the creature's angular skull, right below its ear. As the giant stumbled to the side, she crashed the hammer down on the top of its head with sufficient might to cave in a lesser skull. The creature stooped, dumbfounded but not felled; its charge ceased.

	"Listen." Kadana's words flowed like water. Tokara remained stock-still, shocked to hear her mother speaking to the creature in a language ancient and foreign. She was even more shocked to realize that she understood the strange words with certainty, knew their meanings as if they had been spoken in the familiar Merchant's Common.

	How did I learn Monster? Why does Momma speak Monster? The thought coiled through her mind with urgency.

	Reeve gave no indication that he'd understood the exchange. His hand closed gently around Tokara's wrist while he focused on shaking Rask awake. "Get up!" he growled at his twin. "Lazybones, get up!"

	Tokara heard the worry in his voice. She knelt down next to her unconscious brother, lifted his head, and lightly tapped his cheek.

	Rask's eyelids twitched.

	"I've heard the whispers of your awakening." Tokara's mother spoke to the creature, steel in her voice. "But these are my children!"

	The monster gasped; the sound rivaled the wind whipping through the grottos of the northern coast.

	"You touch any of my children again," Kadana said slowly, "and the agreement is over. You will have overstayed your welcome. Straakhan or no Straakhan."

	Tokara snapped her head around and stared at her mother and the creature. Straakhan! The drawing from the storybook danced in front of her eyes. Straakhan's companion . . . The giant wolf-bear . . . Bumpus!

	The monster that Tokara now knew by his given name cowered before her mother like a scared dog. His giant jaw touched the cave floor, and he scratched at the ground with his paws. His snowy white tail swished back and forth anxiously, long fur sweeping the ground. "You are his kith." Belly low as he crouched, Bumpus groaned and tilted his large head up to Kadana. "When will he return? Please say to me."

	"The gods only know," Kadana said, her anger softened slightly. "These are my children. These are my people. Do you understand?"

	Taking great care, Reeve lifted his brother from the mounds of gold and silver. A soft cascade of coins shifted to reveal a trove of jewelry and precious gems.

	Tokara recognized the Orb of the Elder dangling from a large-linked gold chain. The center is black onyx. The stone of Ginster. Bumpus stole all of this treasure from our villages. She wondered how Bumpus had been able to move so fast and carry so much.

	Rask let out a small groan, but, catching sight of their mother and the monster, he smiled broadly and his chest puffed out with pride. "Everyone all right?"

	"Dogs ran outside," Tokara offered. "Momma is—"

	"Talking to monsters?" Rask finished. "Not surprised."

	In the center of the cave, groveling before Kadana, the shaggy creature wept as if its heart were breaking. "I will give the gods treasure and people. I give them good tithe. They will restore me to Straakhan. I miss him so much. I miss him."

	"I am sorry, old one," Kadana's voice was filled with sorrow and compassion, her anger truly melting away. "You can sleep on my land until the end of time, until Straakhan returns, but you cannot steal from us. You cannot attack my people and my family. They are mine. Not yours. If you transgress again, I will bring my great sword and cut off your head."

	"I miss him," the creature whimpered.

	Tears stung Tokara's eyes.

	The story is true. He's Straakhan's immortal companion. It's all true.

	Tokara grasped Reeve's arm. "There are people back in that tunnel, lots of treasure, and lots of frozen people, and bones. Lots of mummified old bones," she babbled.

	Reeve glanced in the direction of the tunnel.

	"Is Caia—" Tokara cut herself off, suddenly nauseated with anxiety and fear for her little sister.

	"Don't worry. Caia got home just fine," Reeve said. "She said you saved her."

	Tokara thought she heard a new respect in his voice.

	"Caia showed us where you were taken," he continued. "The dogs tracked you from the pond."

	"Is Momma," she swallowed hard, "mad?"

	"Oh, yeah." Reeve helped Rask hobble along.

	Tokara grimaced, biting down on her back teeth, and swept the twins' swords from the ground.

	"But mostly, mad at herself," Reeve finished. He half-carried and half-dragged his brother out of the cave.

	Tokara paused and shifted the awkward weight of the two long swords in her small hands. She looked back at her mother who stood over the giant white wolf-bear and patted its head while speaking low, soothing words. The giant's wide back shook and grumbly keening escaped its mouth.

	Tokara felt the sorrow of his loneliness brush against her. Bumpus.

	"We will return what was stolen from my villages," Kadana declared in a very formal tone. "What time has stolen cannot be returned." She glanced at the tunnels. "Perhaps the gods will accept your tithe, but there can be no more raids on my lands. Ever."

	"But will what I have already gathered be enough?" The creature sounded broken and desperate. "Will the gods be pleased by my tithe?"

	Tokara felt a knot in her stomach. So much pain. So much longing.

	"When appealing to gods, nothing we can give is ever enough," Kadana said simply. "You must search yourself. Maybe there is another way, one you have not thought of." She stepped away, ready to depart.

	Tokara watched her mother take a long, searching look around the cave, assessing the treasures gathered there without picking up one single item.

	"Where are the bells?" she asked directly.

	The creature belly-crawled toward her. "I will give you the bells, if you arrange for my offering to reach those who listen," he said quickly.

	"You have no power to bargain with me," Kadana shot back, annoyed.

	Bad move. I know that tone.

	"I don't bargain with you." Bumpus looked up at Kadana from his prone position. His blue eyes swam with tears. "I beg you. I beg you."

	"Where are the bells you stole?" Kadana didn't budge.

	"I—"

	"The bells you stole!" Tokara's mother thundered. "Now!"

	"I hung them in the tallest tree, to the east to face the rising sun." Bumpus sniffled. "I want the bells to sing to him in spring. When the snow melts. I want him to hear the bells. To remind him of me."

	The old thing has lost his mind. Tokara felt sorry for him, the depths of his yearning having crossed over into something obsessive and pathetic. But isn't that what love does?

	"Straakhan needs no reminder of you," Kadana said, compassion coloring her words. "As you love him, he loves you. You must know that. It must be written in your heart."

	Tokara heard the yipping of their dogs outside of the cave. She heard her brothers' voices.

	"Go tell the boys I'll be right out," Kadana instructed her. "Tell them to get the bags and rope."

	Tokara dearly wanted to stay and hear what else her mother would tell the heart-broken immortal. Will she be kind or harsh? Will he listen to her? But she dared not linger after her mother had given her a chore, and she ran outside, lungs still tight, ribs still tender, but feeling an overwhelming sense of peace and serenity.

	 


 

	Chapter 6: Stolen Treasures

	Tokara Deldano stepped from the creature's cave into the blinding afternoon sunlight. Her head still spun from her struggle with Bumpus and her mother's monumental trouncing of the creature. Icy snow sparkled all around her. The temperature had ticked up a few degrees since the morning's snowfall, melting and refreezing the thick flakes into small, glittering crystals. She shielded her eyes against the glare.

	A large cherry-red sleigh drawn by two sturdy Deldano Trotters awaited her just outside the mouth of the cave. The curve of the sled's sides swooped out like the wings of a dove; the long runners gleamed against the brilliant snow.

	Baba Yoshihiro, encased in padded leather armor and a heavy fur cloak, stood facing the cave entrance and loosely held the Trotters' reins. One gloved hand on his sword, he kept an unblinking stare on the cave opening. He tipped his head slightly when he saw Tokara, his tight smile indicating relief at the sight of his granddaughter, but he continued to stand sentinel, guarding his daughter-in-law's escape route.

	Rask lay curled on the sleigh's rear bench, covered in both fur blankets and all four wiggling dogs. The hounds nosed at her brother's half-conscious form, resting their heads on his shoulders and chest, squashing their bodies alongside him. Rask's eyes were closed, but Tokara could see a contented smile spreading over his face.

	As long as he's got dogs, that boy is happy.

	Reeve ran to her as she emerged from the cave and relieved her of the heavy swords. "Thanks," he said effortlessly. "I'll have to go back for our bucklers." He brushed stray strands of his ink-black hair from his eyes. "Rask is dead asleep."

	"Momma wants us to get rope and the bags," she told her brother, happy to hand off the weapons.

	"Bag," Reeve said with a mischievous grin.

	"There's far too much stuff for just one—" Tokara stopped, a marvelous realization strumming her imagination. "Did you bring the bag?"

	"Momma said there could be a lot of treasure." Reeve put on an innocent face, but the impish glint in his green eyes betrayed him.

	"You just went in and got it and put it on the sleigh, and Momma didn't notice?" Tokara tried to keep her voice down as to not alert their grandfather to Reeve's act of opportunistic pilferage.

	"She was pretty busy." Reeve nudged Tokara's arm. "You gave us all quite a scare."

	"Perfect time to raid Momma's 'Keep Out On Pain of Death' secret treasury." Tokara pressed her lips together and shook her head.

	"That's what I thought." Her brother waggled his eyebrows. "With all the gold in that cave, she'll be glad I snagged the bag."

	"Will she be happy you broke the lock?"

	"Didn't break it," Reeve said with a wink. "Picked it."

	"And the protection spell?"

	"A wee trifling obstacle." He reached beneath the front bench seat and pulled out an ordinary looking leather bag.

	"Are you sure that's it?" Tokara eyed the bag with suspicion. The worn leather was tied closed with a frayed cord. It seemed barely large enough to hold a full-grown cat, but in the stories her mother told, the modest pouch had carried treasures untold across the continents. Their mother had warned them never to place a living thing in the bag, but as long as an item fit in through the opening, the marvelous sack could hold unmeasured quantities.

	"Won't it be too heavy to lift?" Tokara wondered aloud.

	"Guess we'll find out," Reeve said, tied the unremarkable bag to his pouch belt and dashed to his grandfather's side.

	"We need the rope, Baba-so," Reeve said respectfully. "Mother told Tokara."

	"We will be staying a while then," Baba Yoshihiro said and handed Reeve the reins. "Tie the Trotters. I will get the rope and find out what Kadana-sa wants done."

	"Kadana wants the silver solstice bells plucked from the tallest tree in the winter forest," Kadana announced, emerging from the cave at that moment. "The creature tied them all the way up there."

	"Why would a kas'injin do such a thing?" Tokara's grandfather asked, bafflement in his normally staccato voice.

	"To complicate my day just a little bit more, Yoshihiro-so," Kadana said, exasperation heavy on her tongue.

	Tokara's grandfather nodded sagely. "The keeper of the land—"

	"Is the keeper of the people," Kadana finished. "And the kas'injin."

	Tokara wasn't sure what passed between her mother and her grandfather, but it seemed more along the lines of agreement than another verse of the mild bickering they often engaged in.

	Tokara felt awkward and shy, looking at her mother. While Kadana had subdued the beast, she had taken a beating during the battle. Kadana shrugged off her chain mail hood, copper-streaked hair still tightly bound by a leather strap, to reveal a purplish bruise forming on the right side of her face. The mar spanned from her hairline to just under her cheekbone.

	Momma got hurt and it's my fault.

	"Come here, my girl," Kadana called and held out her left arm, her right hand securing Olegan's Hammer at her side.

	Tokara flung herself into her mother's arm, causing more than just a little pain to herself and calling forth a loud oof from her mother.

	"Easy now, little one," Kadana said softly.

	Only then did Tokara realize that she was crying. She buried her wet face into her mother's warm cloak, the downy rabbit fur tickling her nose. All she wanted to do was tell her mother that she was sorry, but when she opened her mouth to apologize, a stream of words fell out before she could close her lips. "I just wanted to help Caia find Howler. She was so sad. And we climbed out the big arrow loop in the curtain wall. And there were no footprints in the snow. And we thought he'd run to Wood Frog Pond. Because we took him there to swim in the summer and he likes to swim. So we went to Wood Frog Pond. And it was frozen. And he wasn't there. And then we had a snowball fight and then the monster came and it took me and I woke up in the cave. And I thought I'd never see you again, and Caia, and Daddy, and the boys, and Baba, and the dogs, and everyone, everyone." Tokara took a deep breath that hurt her ribs, so instead of continuing to rattle off the day's events, she forced in a tiny breath through her nose and tried not to cough.

	"Shh," her mother soothed while hugging her tight with one arm. "Shh. Shh. Shh."

	Tokara relaxed slightly, grateful to let her mother take over.

	"What do you need me to do?" Reeve asked, cheeks red with excitement. He had joined them without making a sound. Her brother put a gloved hand on Tokara's head and stroked her hair, cautious as if he were afraid she'd break.

	"We need to find the tall tree with the silver bells, and then you, my boy, are going to climb it like the monkey you are and get them all down," Kadana said, tired laughter in her voice. "Can you do that for me, without any other disasters befalling us today?"

	"Yes, Mother," Reeve said, sounding sincere.

	"How's Rask?" Kadana put her arm around Tokara as they walked toward the sleigh.

	"I helped him to the bench and covered him with blankets," Reeve offered.

	"And dogs, I see." Kadana glanced at her sleeping son and his snuggled-together dog guardians.

	"He said he felt fine, but then he fell right asleep." Reeve tilted his head. "Should we wake him up, Momma?"

	Kadana set Olegan's Hammer on the floor of the sleigh, leaning it against the front bench. She held her hand to Rask's cheek, then gently pulled back his eyelids to study his pupils. Neither the dogs nor the boy stirred.

	Tokara held her breath while her mother examined Rask.

	Please let him be well. Please let him be well. The thoughts flew through her head like a swarm of bees; she couldn't concentrate long enough to send her plea anywhere specific. Please let my brother be well.

	"Astra will take care of him when we get back," Kadana said, thoughtful. "He'll be all right for now."

	Tokara and Reeve let out twin sighs of relief.

	"Which doesn't excuse you and your brother from barging into the cave without waiting for me." Kadana gave her son a stern look. "Your baba and I were right behind you with the sleigh."

	"Rask and Reeve saved me, Momma," Tokara burst forth. "It was really bad. And the boys and the dogs came in just at the right time." She threw her brother a big, grateful smile. "You and Rask saved me."

	"And you saved Rask," Reeve said quickly. "And Momma saved all of us."

	"I found your tree with the silver bells," Baba Yoshihiro interrupted stoically.

	A breeze stirred the trees, carrying with it the tinkling of bells, many bells. It sounded as if a choir of silver-tongued Dragonbards were warming up their voices for a concert.

	Tokara looked up, putting a hand over her eyes to block out the sun.

	Atop the hill that housed Bumpus' cave grew a lone tree — old and gnarled but taller than any Kharakhian oak Tokara had ever seen. Not a true evergreen, the great Kharakhian oak had dropped many of its leaves and the exposed branches were delicately ornamented with spindly icicles. The longest of the branches had been hung with the stolen silver bells of the Chain, which chimed and spun madly in the wind like partners at a Caydelee dance. The sound was rowdy and enchanting all at once, and fit the icy landscape as if it were a hymn to praise the winter day.

	"Ah, the wind is kicking up," Kadana said. "Wonder if he'll hear it."

	Reeve and Yoshihiro looked confused, but neither asked.

	Tokara wondered if her brother and grandfather would have believed the explanation even if it had been given. She wasn't sure if she believed all she had seen and heard that day.

	"Off you go then. Get the bells," Kadana instructed Reeve. "Catch him if he falls out of the tree," she threw over her shoulder to her father-in-law. Before Reeve could scamper toward the lone Kharakhian oak, Kadana reached out and deftly detached the leather bag from his belt.

	"Nice try, son of mine." She sounded less enthusiastic than she had a moment ago. "We will have a long conversation about personal property and powerful magical objects that will kill you if you touch them without permission."

	Tokara had to suppress a snicker. With everything I did wrong today, Reeve is the one who got in trouble.

	"Let's collect the treasure," her mother said to Tokara. Sounding almost bored, she added, "I'll show you how to work Rhivoli's Mighty Carryall." She shook the bag and winked.

	Reeve let out an annoyed groan and stomped toward the foot of the hill.

	"I'll show him the path around the back," Baba Yoshihiro said calmly as they watched Reeve starting to work out hand and foot holds in the iced-over rock face.

	"Do," Kadana agreed. "But not right away . . . My son has a few things yet to learn. Asking his betters for help is one of them." She chuckled. "Your brother is too much like me." She tweaked Tokara's nose. "And so are you, rascal face."

	Tokara giggled.

	Yoshihiro set off through the snow.

	"The dogs will alert us if anything tries to bother Rask or the Trotters," Kadana assessed. "We should work quickly, though. I want us home by dinner."

	"Momma," Tokara started just before they reentered the cave. "Can I ask you about Bumpus?"

	Her mother stopped in her tracks. She had taken up Olegan's Hammer again, but had wrapped her free hand firmly around the plain leather bag. "You worked that out?"

	Tokara shrugged, not knowing what to say but unable to lie to her mother.

	"Despite what you think you may or may not know," Kadana said firmly, "this creature is dangerous. He is ancient, older than you can imagine. And he carries a pain so deep . . . I hope you will never understand that kind of pain."

	"But he is so lonely."

	"Don't mistake anything that happened today for friendship." Kadana's words sounded sharp. "He is not your friend. He is not a thing to be pitied."

	"But Momma . . . He cried . . ."

	"You have a good heart, my sweet." Kadana dropped her voice. "But you have to be very cautious, always. There are things you do not know yet, so you must trust me. Bumpus broke an agreement. He is growing impatient. He may sleep another ten thousand years, or he may return to wreak havoc by spring. I don't know. But for now, he will return to his hibernation. He believes I can help him." She scoffed.

	"You know a lot of very powerful people," Tokara said. "Maybe—"

	"He is asking the world," Kadana countered. "He doesn't know it, but he is asking too much. Too much of me . . ."

	"Maybe when I'm big . . ." Tokara trailed off. Her mother's green eyes on her made her feel warm, and a flush crept over her face. "I don't know if I'll ever be a great hero like you."

	"I'm not a great hero," Kadana said very deliberately. "I've fought alongside great heroes in great battles, but I am not a great hero. I did what I had to do, and I was very lucky."

	Tokara heard the distant peal of bells, and laughter from Reeve. Must be plucking them off the tree already.

	"You have many things yet to see and learn, my girl." Kadana smiled. "Before you take on the quest of a lifetime, be sure you know what you are giving up. Life is full of surprises and challenges. Don't chase after the first challenge thrown your way. Chase after the right challenge."

	Tokara thought about her sister and Howler. "Helping Caia was the right challenge," she said resolutely, despite the scolding she was bound to get.

	"Yes, it was," her mother agreed, surprising Tokara.

	When Tokara and Kadana entered, the cave seemed slightly warmer than before, though Bumpus was no longer in the center. Tokara noticed his giant tracks leading to the far tunnel, the one she hadn't followed.

	Must be where he sleeps.

	"There's nothing we can do for the frozen people. They've been dead a long time," Kadana said, carefully studying Tokara's face.

	Tokara pressed her lips together and firmly nodded her head.

	Nothing we can do.

	"But let's take care of this," her mother said and walked directly to the largest pile of treasure. "Before he changes his mind."

	Tokara's mother set the war hammer down on the ground and took to unknotting the leather bag's cord. "Watch carefully," Kadana mumbled and crooned a Ven'tarian rhyme while picking at what turned out to be a far more intricate knot than Tokara had realized.

	Tokara knew the language was Ven'tarian, but since she had only recently started studying Ven'tarian with her tutor, she did not know what the words meant. Rhivoli's Mighty Carryall. Rhivoli was the first sorcerer king of Ven'taria. Thousands of years ago. Could it be?

	Her mother turned the bag's opening toward the pile of gold. "You could scoop the coins in," Kadana said. "But I've found with the right chant, the bag will do all the work for you."

	Coins and jewels quivered and then inched their way toward the bag, disappearing down the opening as if sucked down by a large straw. Within moments more coins had disappeared from the pile than could fit into the medium-sized pouch.

	"Where is it all going?" Tokara asked.

	"Into the bag."

	Tokara walked around her mother, examining the leather bag from all sides. The heap of gold and silver grew smaller by the second, as precious coins and colorful baubles disappeared down the carryall's leather throat.

	"How do you get it back out?"

	"Generally, I just shake it out," Kadana confessed. "I hear there are ways of compartmentalizing and drawing things out neatly. For me it's just . . . Jumble in. Jumble out."

	Tokara laughed. Her mother's warrior side had awed Tokara so greatly since her valiant battle with the snow beast Bumpus, she was happy to see Momma's goofy side poke through.

	"There . . . you see." Kadana picked up on the laughter. "I don't know everything."

	Tokara saw the Elder of Ginster's black onyx disappear into the folds of the bag, its golden chain trailing down it like long wiggly worms after a rainstorm.

	"Grab that brooch!" Kadana yelled out.

	Tokara grasped the silver and ruby circle, nearly piercing her finger on the sharp pin as she snatched it from the wavering suction emanating from the bag.

	Kadana threw both hands around the bag's neck in a strangling motion. "We have to make sure there is nothing else sharp!" The alarm in her voice frightened Tokara. "If the bag is punctured or ripped from the inside, it will swallow up everything around it," her mother said, clearly shaken. "Including us!"

	Tokara took an involuntary step away from the bag.

	"I told you it was dangerous." Kadana tied the bag closed again.

	"What if someone stabs it while it is on you?" Tokara thought of how Reeve had fastened it to his pouch belt.

	Kadana raised an angular eyebrow. "I like the way you think, my girl." The thought played across her mother's mind. "But, no. The bag is impenetrable from the outside. The magics that protect it are strong. But from the inside . . ." She paused. "Let's not let that happen while we are anywhere near it. Deal?"

	"Deal," Tokara said but felt uneasy. She frowned at the leather bag, not liking an unpredictable, potentially dangerous magical artifact in Mother's hand. She glanced over at the ancient hammer. I guess we have a lot of strange magics in the castle. She swallowed a breath.

	"Quick as a bunny," Kadana interrupted her brooding, "check for sharp things. Pins, brooches, blades. Anything that can cut or pierce."

	Tokara got on her knees and started scooping through the pile of treasure. "I feel like a pirate queen, Momma."

	Kadana laughed out loud. "Or maybe a dragon. They like to hoard treasure too."

	Tokara let out her best imitation of a dragon's roar. It turned out high-pitched and squeaky, sending them both into fits of laughter.

	"Oh, Momma," Tokara gasped, her ribs aching. "I sounded like a goose."

	"A dragon goose!"

	"A dragon goose," Tokara blubbered, repeating her mother's words.

	It took them longer than anticipated to collect the treasure from the main cave, but snowy-white Bumpus never showed himself despite Tokara and Kadana's continuing merry laughter.

	When they were done, Kadana surveyed the nearly empty chamber. "We will have to leave the barrels of honey mead. They are too awkward to fit in the bag, and there are too many to shove in the sleigh."

	"I wonder how Bumpus got them here."

	"I imagine there is a lot about Bumpus we do not know," her mother said and threw a thoughtful look in the direction of Bumpus' sleep cave. "Let's leave him the barrels anyway. He might enjoy them."

	Tokara wrinkled her nose. "For something that has a sweet name like honey mead, the stuff sure tastes awful."

	Kadana laughed out loud. "Fermented drink is an acquired taste, and I am just as happy if you never acquire it."

	With that, mother and daughter left the cave. The marvelous leather bag, having swallowed up all of the precious things stolen from the three villages, still looked flat and empty.

	Tokara cast one final glance back down the icy tunnel. Wonder if I will ever see Bumpus again. She felt her skin crawling at the thought of all that Bumpus could have taken from her if her family hadn't saved her. But I still feel sorry for him. Bumpus has no family. He's all alone. I can't be angry with him . . . But Momma said I have to be careful.

	For all of her confusion, Tokara felt safe at her mother's side. Stepping from the cave mouth, she treasured the beauty of the encroaching twilight. Her tight chest relaxed, and she breathed easier despite the shooting pains encircling her aching ribs.

	Their cherry-red sleigh stood ready, the polished wood glimmering against the lightly falling snow. The Trotters snuffed out puffs of cold air. Baba Yoshihiro held the larger of the horses by the collar and patted its stout neck.

	Miraculously, the entire sleigh sparkled and jingled with small to medium-sized bells. Reeve knotted the end of the rope to the dash and surveyed his work, obviously proud of his accomplishment. He had stretched the long rope from the front around the back and all the way to the front again, arranging the braiding in flawless loops and attaching the silver bells in even measures.

	Tokara noticed the three large temple bells crammed against each other on the floor under the bench where Rask and the dogs were still cozied together in deep sleep.

	Reeve looked at his mother expectantly.

	"That is nice work, my boy," Kadana said.

	Reeve smiled broadly.

	Guess he's been forgiven,Tokara thought, glad her brother had redeemed himself. She climbed on the middle bench, her legs and feet suddenly feeling like they were made of lead. Through half-closed eyelids, she watched her grandfather take up the Trotters' reins. Her mother and Reeve squeezed onto the bench from both sides, squashing her between them.

	Is there anything better? She smiled drowsily.

	Baba Yoshihiro called out to the horses, and with an abrupt bump, the sleigh started back down the narrow path it had carved earlier.

	The wintry forest grew thicker and darker on either side of them. The woods reminded Tokara of the splendid illustrations in her favorite faerie-story books. She bent her head back and directed her eyes to the firmament. The night sky appeared to her like voluminous blue velvet bedclothes bedecked with sprays of lustrous diamonds.

	Gradually the snowfall increased, and thick flakes crowded out the sights of the forest at night. But the lovely clear tinkling of bells continued to accompany their ride like a joyous chorus.

	Snuggled under her mother's cloak, Tokara felt safe.

	Kadana took her hand, momentarily freed it of its mitten and planted a kiss in her palm. "I am very proud of you, my girl. And I am very relieved," her mother said in a whisper. "This could have gone a whole other way."

	Tokara blinked up at her mother, eyelashes heavy with snowflakes. The look on Kadana's face was hard to interpret. Tokara read happiness and relief there, certainly, but there was steel behind her mother's green eyes too, worry and resolve.

	At the last moment, Tokara turned back to watch Bumpus' cave disappear.

	"You're thinking about him," her mother said, not with judgment but with curiosity.

	"I am thinking about how he is all alone, Momma."

	She thought her mother would say something else wise and comforting, but Kadana only pulled her closer. At the same time, her mother also grabbed Reeve who responded in typical fashion and tried to wiggle away. But, Kadana wouldn't allow him to escape. She hugged both children close, and they all listened to the sound of the bells jingling and of horse hooves clop, clop, cloping through the winter night.

	 


 

	Chapter 7: Solstice Gifts

	Tokara had no memory of falling asleep, but when she awoke, she was in her own bed and the sun was streaming through her stained-glass bedroom windows.

	Zennia, looking hale and full of bluster, stoked the fire. "The sun is up already, Tokara," the young maid called sweetly as Tokara rolled over. "Hurry or you'll miss it."

	Once again wrapped up in her bed sheets, Tokara scrambled to free herself of the blankets and furs. She shoved her feet into her house boots and sprang out of bed, her nightshirt billowing around her and her legs losing warmth against the cooler air of the room.

	"Argh," a groan popped out of Tokara's mouth, punctuating the dull pain that closed around her torso. She chose to ignore it. Silent, she marveled at the sight of the two older girls who were wholly conscious and no longer blue.

	"You took a beating," Neyla said as she pulled the new red solstice gown out of Tokara's wardrobe. "Aster said we should wrap you up before you dress for the feast."

	"I don't remember seeing Aster." Tokara was hazy on the details of their return to the castle, but she vaguely recalled a hot soak in a lavender oil bath. Gingerly, Tokara touched her ribs.

	"Don't worry," Zennia said. "You bruised the muscles around your ribcage very badly, but Aster said nothing is cracked or broken." She unspooled a length of angora wrapping. "Aster said you have to be sure to stay warm if you are going out."

	"Where am I going?" Tokara asked, intrigued, and shrugged out of her long nightshirt. A shiver ran over her skin.

	"The Chain, silly," Neyla sang out. "It's Solstice Eve. Your family is visiting the nearby villages!"

	With all the excitement, I haven't even thought about the solstice! Tokara's forgotten delight and anticipation of the feast sprang back to life in an instant.

	"Cook has whole pigs roasting down in the kitchen," Zennia added excitedly. "For the dinner, there will be goose, and duck, and turkey. And pies. So many pies!"

	"Lady Kadana said the Melian bards will arrive after nightfall." Neyla kept her hands steady while gently winding the warm, soft bandage around Tokara's thin torso. "Though you probably shouldn't dance tonight."

	Tokara plucked at the bandage's edge, ensuring that it was tight, but not too tight. "Thank you, Neyla." She slipped into her red woolen gown, waiting for Neyla to fasten the laces in the back. "And don't worry, nothing will tempt me to dance tonight." She grimaced at the dull pain throbbing under her wrapping. "But tell me, are you both really well?" She turned to study the girls more closely.

	Zennia and Neyla looked at each other. "She is as well as a duck swimming on a pond," Zennia said of her fellow handmaiden and giggled.

	"And she is as well as a starling in flight," Neyla countered. "Do not trouble yourself, Tokara, the both of us are fit as lutes and happy for the solstice."

	"As long as Bump—" Tokara paused. "I mean . . . the creature didn't hurt you."

	"In truth, I do not know what beastie, bogget or faykin it was bespelled us," Zennia said lightly. "One moment we were coming up the hall to tend the fires; the next moment we wakened in the healer's chamber. Cold to the touch, but healthy as the day is long."

	"I feel as rested as I've ever been," Neyla said and demonstrated her energy with a flurry of steps from a Caydelee dance.

	Tokara laughed. It feels good to laugh with my friends. "You will have to dance all the reels I cannot tonight," she said to Neyla while lacing her high boots and fastening the belt Zennia had handed her.

	"Your lady mother said you should eat your breakfast quickly." Zennia pointed to a round wooden tray resting on the sideboard. "And then join the family in the stableyard as soon as possible."

	Tokara's stomach rumbled out a rude growl. Thick slices of brown bread, a wedge of hard cheese and warm creamy milk sweetened with honey awaited her. She wolfed down every last crumb, not just because she felt ravenous but also because she was anxious to join her family for the solstice ride.

	After she'd finished her hurried meal and impatiently allowed Zennia to weave her hair into two long fishtail braids, she scurried to the stables in time to see Caia climb into the larger of two decorated sleighs. Tokara let out a sigh of relief upon seeing her little sister healthy and unhurt.

	Reeve's makeshift rope of silver bells on the sleigh had been replaced by strings of copper horse bells, the rumblers fastened not only to the Trotters' festive harnesses but also to the sleigh itself. Nice. I love the sound of the bells on the sleigh.

	Tokara's mother firmly held the Trotters' reins, while her father played coachman on the second sleigh, that one green and gold and bedecked with evergreen wreaths as well as clusters of tiny bells.

	"Hurry up, slowpoke," Rask called from their father's sleigh, looking hardy. "We want to get to Irmel before Baba and Reeve make it to Ginster. They left an hour ago!"

	"Calm yourself, Rask." Their father put a hand around his son's shoulder. "The solstice celebration won't start until we get there with the loot."

	"Happy solstice, Daddy," Tokara called to her father and blew a kiss his way. He pretended to catch it and placed it on his unshaven cheek. Daddy looks tired. She felt guilty once again. Daddy must have been worried sick, with all of us gone and him having to manage the fears and panic of the Chain by himself.

	"Ready to bring gifts and good tidings to our people, my little warrior monkey?" her father called to her.

	Tokara laughed heartily and glanced at the full sacks and large packages crammed into the back of both sleighs. "The solstice gifts?"

	Her mother nodded, glancing at the bounty. "And the stolen treasure."

	Tokara wondered how the coins and jewels had been sorted. Maybe there's more to the bag than Momma let on. Unless she got every servant in the castle to help.

	"Climb in, Tokara!" her mother called.

	Unlike the day before when Kadana had been every inch the warrior, she was now the picture of the wealthy landholder, dressed in rich brocades and green velvets. Though she couldn't see it, Tokara was certain her mother wore some sort of armor under her finery and had a weapon or two tucked away out of sight.

	Caia shifted and a copper dog head popped out beneath her white cloak. The unruly creature let out a yowling bray.

	"Howler!" Tokara exclaimed, delight and surprise whirling through her.

	"Tokara!" Her little sister waved a white-gloved hand. Outfitted in her new ivory solstice gown and lace-up doe skin boots, Caia bore a holly berry crown on her head and held Howler tight on her lap, his legs draping over on all sides. She'd wrapped her rabbit fur cloak around the large wiggling pup as best she could.

	"We found Howler swimming around in the baths," Caia explained excitedly as Tokara scooted next to her. "He wasn't missing at all." The little girl hugged her spontaneously, squashing the big puppy between them. "I thought you were killed . . . I was so scared." Caia's tongue tripped over the multiple s sounds. "You were brave."

	"You were brave," Tokara hugged her sister back fiercely despite the two large dog paws firmly pressing against her thigh. She shifted Howler's paws back to the bench seat. "You ran all the way back to the castle and got Momma and the boys. You saved me."

	With a whoop both sleighs started bumping along the thin layer of snow coating the courtyard. The sleighs crossed through the gatehouse and slid onto the wide road of thick hard-packed snow beyond the curtain walls. Shortly a troop of mounted warriors joined them from the castle.

	"Do we need guards, Momma?" Tokara asked, surprised.

	"Maybe," her mother replied honestly. "But these men-at-arms have joined our ride so they can spend the holiday with their families in the Chain. Many of them are still quite young, you know. Each group will peel off as we get to their village. While we stop at Brunn, some will continue on with your father to Irmel. Some will continue even farther."

	"Will the castle be safe with all the guards leaving?" Tokara frowned.

	"You are growing savvy," her mother said, approving. "Don't worry. Only the ones with family living in the Chain are leaving. They won't be gone long. And the castle and its inhabitants are safe through this solstice night. I've made sure of that."

	While Tokara didn't know what steps her mother had taken to protect the castle during their absence, she believed her words without question.

	The bright morning sun gleamed through the icicle-draped trees and created swirls of dancing colors all around them. Everything before her eyes lay sheltered in thick untouched snow.

	"The entire world is covered in vanilla frosting," Caia whispered, her eyes large as she looked around the enthralling woods, which seemed to spread all the way to the horizon. "Vanilla frosting on buttermilk cake."

	Tokara noticed the puppy turning his head from side to side, his ears pricked forward. "Listen," Tokara murmured and tilted her chin toward Howler.

	Caia looked to her pup, and a grin spread over her face. "He's such a good boy."

	Both girls listened hard, trying to discern the sound alerting the young hound.

	Concentrating with all her might, Tokara could barely hear a low, reverberating rumble layered under the tinkling of the sleigh bells. "Owls." She bit down on her lower lip. "I think its snow owls."

	"I love that sound," Caia chimed in.

	The girls shared a look, Tokara thinking back to the utter silence of the woods surrounding Wood Frog Pond before the creature had emerged.

	Bumpus. I wonder how he is doing today? Tokara tried to drive the thought of his lonely blue eyes from her mind.

	"Look!" Caia pointed up to a tree branch. "A bunch of squirrels!"

	"Did I ever tell you about the squirrels in Melia?" their mother called back to them.

	Caia squealed with delight. "A story! A story!"

	The time to Brunn flew by as their mother regaled them with tales of the Melian squirrels, who were really faykin in disguise and who took particular delight in teasing the craftsmen of the city with their tricks.

	"I'm going to watch out for those squirrels if I ever go to Melia," Caia said with determination, her hand stroking Howler's long ears. "I want to see the Sundragons." There was awe in her voice. "Is it true that some of them wander around among the peoples?"

	"Yes. In their human forms," Kadana answered, glancing at her daughters. "Either way, they are majestic and wise, but remember they are always still dragons. When you meet a Melian Sundragon, be sure to be very respectful."

	She said when. Tokara tried not to let out an excited giggle. I can't wait.

	At a crossroads, they turned sharply while the green sleigh continued straight on toward Irmel, which was still several hours ride away. Rask whooped with great exhilaration when their father handed him the Trotters' reins. Rask's boisterous cheer prompted her mother to tsk softly, but she didn't say anything to prevent Rask from taking up the coachman's duties.

	Tokara's father waved a gloved hand as he and the green sleigh disappeared around a tall snow bank. Most of the troop followed him, but a handful of riders continued on the road to Brunn, men only dropping away after Kadana's prompted, "Go on with you. Go, see your families!"

	Centered in a secluded dale, the little village of Brunn looked like a collection of old-fashioned gingerbread houses sprinkled with powered sugar and edged with red and green spice-candy drops.

	As they neared the sturdy structures, Tokara noted that the one wooden guard tower, nearly as tall as the sanctuary in the center of the village, had been wrapped in wreaths from top to bottom.

	"Momma?" She raised her voice to form the question. "Why doesn't Brunn have a wall?"

	"A wall?" Caia spoke first. "Why would the peoples want a wall? They couldn't see the beautiful hills and the forest if they build a wall."

	"I think your sister is concerned that Brunn looks vulnerable," Kadana explained to the little girl. "Unprotected."

	"From the creature?" Caia asked.

	"And other things," Tokara said quickly, feeling the need to defend her suggestion. A wall would be smart.

	"Our castle walls didn't keep out . . . you know who," Kadana said softly.

	Tokara pressed her lips together, understanding her mother's point.

	"But you are quite right," Kadana continued. "As villages grow into cities, as they have more wealth, they feel a keen need to protect themselves better. So often, they will start constructing walls. Wooden ones at first. Later stone. It all depends."

	"Depends on what, Momma?"

	"It depends on the will of the villagers. Walls cost money." She tilted her head toward Caia. "I think the people of Brunn may soon be having conversations about walling their town."

	"Because of what happened?"

	"Because now they are aware that something could happen," Kadana answered Caia.

	Despite the seriousness of their conversation, Tokara's mood lifted as they passed into the abundantly ornamented town square. Most of the decorations had been constructed of painted wood and dyed fabrics. Suns and moons and forest creatures everywhere!

	Tokara spotted a particularly beautiful fox painted on wooden flats that covered the front of one of the houses. The orange of his fur was bright like fire, with brick reds giving the impression of movement to his body. What a talented painter! A small frame made of wood and fabric had been erected to protect the painting from the elements.

	"Look at the moose statue!" Caia called out. "It looks real."

	"Just really big," Tokara suggested as they passed the carved wooden likeness of a moose nearly four times the size of any moose Tokara had ever seen. "Look at those antlers!"

	Guess Bumpus didn't bother with wooden things, she noted. Wood doesn't last, I guess. And when you're looking to keep something for thousands of years . . . She let the thought trail off without chasing it.

	Merry calls of greeting and well wishes surrounded them as her mother pulled the sleigh up to a raised wooden platform where Elder Verhren waited for them. The stage had been set with small evergreen trees in colorful pots and swirling designs depicting the constellations gracing the winter sky.

	Hundreds of people had gathered, all in festive costumes of red, white or green. Scores of laughing children ran about brandishing streamers and vivid pinwheels.

	Joyful clamor and happy sounds filled the square as Kadana helped Caia climb up the few steps to the platform. Tokara lifted Howler up to her sister and hopped up on the platform easily despite her long gown and still dully throbbing ribs.

	It was just past noon by the position of the sun on the shortest day of the year, but a large bonfire had already been lit in the center of the square. The flames roared, symbolically declaring the return of longer, sun-filled days. From the top of the platform Tokara could clearly see groups of young girls chanting by the fire, asking for the good will of the elements to lend their protection throughout the season. The snow maidens, as they were called at the feast, wore long white solstice gowns and holly berry crowns like the one on Caia's head. It was a special privilege to be selected as a snow maiden for the solstice feast, and like Caia, the girls had spent months memorizing the Sul'eldrine chants.

	"Are you ready to recite the solstice chants when we get home?" Tokara asked her little sister, suddenly worried that with all the excitement Caia would not have had a chance to practice.

	"I know the chants backwards and forwards," Caia assured her. "Howler and I have been practicing since the summer."

	Tokara felt better, hearing the confidence in her sister's voice.

	"I am looking forward to saying the chants." Caia grinned.

	She might be a performer, like our brother Beren. Tokara wondered about Caia joining their elder brother in Melia one day. I never looked forward to saying the chants in front of everyone when I was her age.

	Kadana received several of the officials lined up on the platform. They each bowed low, first to Kadana, then to the girls.

	"Greetings, Lady Kadana Deldano," the Elder Verhren spoke respectfully. "The light of the solstice to you and your family." The Elder too bowed deeply.

	"The light of the solstice," Kadana replied. "May the sun shine on days long and plentiful."

	The man seemed very old to Tokara. Over a grey woolen tunic and grey pants tucked into high black boots, Elder Verhren wore a long green cloak adorned with velvety oak leaves. His face was dark and lined with many deep pleats. He wore a snug grey cap, but Tokara was certain there was very little hair on his head. He leaned heavily on a staff.

	Kadana raised her hand, quieting the gathered crowd. "Along with the solstice gifts we give to the people of Brunn, my children and I have returned your stolen treasures," Kadana said loudly, reaching many ears.

	A great, surprised cheer ran through the collected people as her words were repeated again and again from row to row and person to person.

	Kadana touched Caia's shoulder, prompting her.

	The little girl stepped forward and held out her hand, the golden chain with a dark blue stone dangling from it. The Stone of Brunn, Tokara thought as Howler sniffed at the offered orb, causing the Elder himself to hesitate.

	"Please take it," Caia said. "My puppy is friendly."

	As the Elder reached for the chain of his office, the dog licked his extended hand with an audible slurp. To the man's credit, he did not flinch or complain, which his friends and neighbors celebrated with laughter and good-natured cheering.

	"My men will bring your bell back to the sanctuary." Tokara's mother gestured to two attendants. The young guardsmen scrambled to hurry the large solid silver bell from the back of the sleigh through the square without dropping their precious cargo or bumping into anyone. Their chore was made more difficult by the many overeager townspeople who pressed into them in an effort to touch the recovered bell as it passed by.

	Tiny snowflakes started to lightly dust the crowd. Tokara thought the flakes felt like soft, wet kisses on her cheeks, and the chill in the air seemed to lift for a moment.

	On the balconies and under overhangs, small groups of singers began to gather as the first of the solstice songs grew spontaneously from the crowd. From the one tavern and from every kitchen in the village treats of spice cakes, hot cider, and mulled wine started to make the rounds as the children of Brunn shared their family's gifts of food and drink with every person in town.

	Kadana hoisted the sacks of loot onto the platform. "Verhren," she addressed the Elder, "you will know how to get this back to the right people. I expect you will be honest and fair."

	"As Lord Daitho Deldano instructed, we have gathered a complete record of what was taken," the learned Elder announced for all to hear. "And claims of money and valuables have been verified through several sources, as suggested," he added quietly.

	Tokara turned her head to study her mother, who continued to look out at the crowd with a pleasant, festive smile, a mug of hot, spiced wine in her hand. I hadn't realized how vigilant Momma is. Tokara tried to put herself in her mother's place. She is well liked, but I don't think she readily trusts anyone. Even the Elder seems a little afraid of her.

	The first solstice song flowed into many as the people of Brunn celebrated the return of longer days and the hopes of the year to come. Kadana had instructed her daughters to remain on the platform for the duration of the feast, but the girls had no lack of entertainment from where they stood. Told to eat sparingly in light of the feast to come at the castle, Tokara and Caia shared a few treats handed to them as a reception line of villagers were presented to the lady and received her blessing.

	Tokara watched her mother convey her wishes of good fortune and happiness to each group. The words she spoke were traditional, but she said them with sincerity and honesty, looking each person in the eye as they climbed the steps to stand before her. Though the words had to be repeated each time, Tokara was certain each person felt that her mother spoke her heartfelt wishes to them directly and singularly. I wonder if she learned how to do this, or if she just always knew. I'll have to ask her.

	They enjoyed the hours of celebration in Brunn, but when their mother waved her hand, letting them know it was time to go, both Caia and Tokara couldn't wait to jump into the sleigh and head back home for the solstice feast at the castle.

	They stopped a little past the crossroads, allowing Howler a short jaunt into the woods for the sake of his bladder. The riders had not accompanied them back, and though it was still light out, Tokara looked around nervously.

	"Shouldn't we have put Howler on a lead?" she asked her mother quietly as they watched Caia dance in the snow after her puppy. "What if . . ."

	Kadana waited, but Tokara didn't finish her sentence.

	The day had been extraordinary, but vague fear gnawed at Tokara. Momma should call Caia back, tell her to get in the sled, put Howler in a basket to keep him safe, or a cage. Tokara looked up at her mother, wanting desperately a guarantee that all was well. I want everyone safe. She felt powerless. "Maybe Caia should stay closer to the sleigh," Tokara started. "The woods can be . . . Make her be safe."

	Again Kadana waited, silent.

	Tokara felt foolish and upset all at once.

	They watched as Caia called Howler back from the thicker underbrush. The young dog looked at the little girl, looked back at the snow tunnel he had started to dig, then seemingly made up his mind and sprinted back to Caia, yipping happily. The little girl caught him in her arms and planted a big kiss on his forehead.

	Kadana smiled broadly.

	"She commands him just with her voice," Tokara marveled at her little sister. "It took the boys much longer to train their hounds."

	"Caia knows her mind," Kadana said. "She is too young to see anything else. You see many possibilities now. But, my girl, you can't control all things around you. You had better not count on safety as your greatest ally. Safety is often nothing but a trap."

	Tokara took a deep breath, noticing that her ribs ached far less.

	"Don't worry, my sweet girl," Kadana said, her words giving Tokara comfort. "I have seen much. Many roads. Many possibilities. I know you will always find the right way."

	"Look up at the sky," Caia shouted. "I can see the moon and a few stars, even though it's still daylight."

	Kadana grinned at her youngest. "You have a good eye, my smallest monkey. Now, gather up your puppy and let's get home."

	 


 

	Chapter 8: Dream State

	Tokara couldn't sleep. The solstice feast in the great hall flashed through her brain whenever she tried to close her eyes, and her ears still rang with the hours and hours of solstice songs and Caydelee reels performed by the gathered bards and minstrels.

	The Melian relatives hadn't made their entrance until well after dinner had been served, but once they'd arrived her older brother Beren had spun an epic ballad of magic and adventure so enthralling it had brought tears and laughter to every person in the hall. The Melian bards had continued to play for hours without pause, each outdoing the next in skill and beauty of melody.

	Kadana had beamed with pride as her eldest son had held his audience in the palm of his hand, but Tokara had felt no jealousy. She'd wondered if her mother would discuss Bumpus with Beren, but the topic was never broached in her presence.

	As Tokara lay in bed, digging herself deeper under her covers, she tried to make out the stars through the lightest part of her stained-glass window. The image assembled by the colored glass was that of a unicorn with a sweeping white mane and a golden horn. The magnificent beast's eyes had been set with clear glass, so its eye color changed depending on the color of the sky and the time of day or night.

	From her bed, squeezing one eye shut and focusing on the very center of the small clear fragment, Tokara could make out a few stars in the inky black sky.

	Dawn has to be near, she thought.

	The feast was probably still going and would continue until the first rooster's call, but Tokara had felt sleep beckoning a little after midnight. She had helped Caia to her sleeping chambers, making certain to tuck Howler in next to the little girl. Both the puppy and her sister had been fast asleep before she had finished adding logs to the fire. She'd snuck back to her own rooms in total silence, though there was little danger of waking the sleeping girl.

	Tokara turned on her side, restless and wide awake once her head had hit the pillow. Wish I could fall asleep.

	She thought of the rich pear and custard pie and the honey-drenched cheesecake she had enjoyed after wolfing down slices of venison and roasted lamb. She had only selected her favorite bites from the overflowing platters but still felt like she was bursting at the seams.

	I ate too much. That's why I can't sleep.

	She wrestled with her blankets and, without entirely meaning to, sat up in bed.

	"I can't promise anything," a disembodied voice said faintly from far away.

	Tokara tilted her head to the side, uncertain what she was hearing. Her mother was speaking; she no had doubt of that.

	She stuffed her stockinged feet into her house boots. The chill of the night crept up her limbs slowly, but she ignored the breeze and wrapped one of the fur throws around her shoulders.

	Stepping into the hallway, she could hear the sounds of continued feasting float up the grand staircase from the great hall. But the soft conversation — her mother's voice, her tone, her resonance, her cadence and someone else's words — drifted around the corners from the opposite end of the hall.

	Tokara followed the hushed tones as if pulled along by a rope, uncertain why she was not in her bed, why she was not asleep. She walked through a rounded opening and descended stone stairs, leaving her small footprints in the gathered dust.

	One. Two. Three. She counted each spiraling step until she reached the bottom. Twenty-one.

	"You ask a great deal, old one." Kadana spoke in a firm but gentle tone.

	Tokara stared through a row of arches into an enclosed garden. She looked up at the night sky, the castle walls looming high above her on each side. To her, the sky looked so blue it seemed almost purple with stars that pinwheeled like the toys the Brunn children had carried. She inhaled the rich scents of the garden: rosemary, basil, lavender, mint, and flowering woodbine — all the herbs protected by minor kitchen spells throughout the winter. She felt as if she were floating, and her skin tingled.

	Her mother stood on the center garden path, her back to Tokara, and spoke to someone hiding in the shadows.

	"We . . . my daughter and I . . ." Kadana turned and looked directly at Tokara. Tokara thought her heart would burst. "We hear your plea."

	The hiding something moved from the shadow and became visible. An enormous white wolf face stared at mother and daughter with his unforgettable blue eyes.

	"Bumpus," Tokara said his name with a steadier voice than she had imagined herself capable of at that moment.

	"We are the caretakers of this land and the people and creatures on it," Kadana continued, turning back to the white giant. "You are now one of ours. Do you agree?"

	There was a pause. Tokara feared for her mother. Maybe she is too bold. Maybe the creature is too powerful. Maybe it's all a mistake.

	Despite the cold fear bathing Tokara in icy sweat, despite her thundering heart, despite every rational thought urging her to run, Tokara Deldano walked calmly to her mother's side and faced Straakhan's immortal companion.

	"I agree," Bumpus said finally. "I agree," he rumbled with eagerness.

	Kadana tightened her lips and gestured to Bumpus. "Tokara, can you understand us?"

	Tokara nodded minutely.

	"Then it has been decided," Kadana said as if a heavy weight had been lifted from her shoulders. "Stay, old one. Sleep your sleep. Be calm and serene."

	The bitter cold that had been snapping at Tokara's fingers and nose retreated. Soft snowflakes fell from the vibrant sky, the last of night clinging to remain as the first fingers of rosy dawn stretched into the midnight blue.

	Tokara's eyes focused on the snow crystals as they fell in front of her eyes, each delicate hexagon growing roots and patterns with mesmerizing symmetry and ever increasing speed.

	Caught up in the swirl of crystals, she felt entangled in their splendor and spun around to grasp at them. As she twirled, the air around her grew warmer and the white in front of her eyes increased, until she saw nothing else.

	 

	❖

	 

	Tokara flipped over in her bed, the white sheets grabbing at her arms and throat. She sat up with a start. I'm in bed? She jumped to her feet on the mattress. I was just in the garden!

	The morning sun streamed in through her unicorn window. She heard the unmistakable sounds of the castle's early hustle and bustle. Momma. Bumpus. What happened? I couldn't have drea—

	She spotted her house boots next to her bed. Wet to the ankles, as if I'd worn them in the snow.

	Then she noticed a sprig of rosemary on her night table.

	Tokara picked up the fragrant twig and ran her fingers over its prickly needle-like leaves. She inhaled deeply. Peace, she thought. What a wonderful way to start the season.

	 


 

	Epilogue

	Tokara Deldano flipped the pages of the old leather-bound storybook with great care. On the lambskin rug in front of the fireplace, her six-year-old sister Caia nestled in a dog pile with the hounds of the castle. Caia's special dog Howler, who had grown half again his size and weight in the three months since the solstice, snored peacefully in the little girl's tightly wound grasp. Caia was wide awake and stared at Tokara with anticipation.

	Tokara had become quite fluent in the tome's ancient language, and she delighted in translating the early adventures of Straakhan and Bumpus for her sister's enjoyment.

	The girls' older brothers, Reeve and Rask, pretended to pore over brittle maps on her mother's great desk, but Tokara could tell that they too were listening.

	"What happened when Straakhan and Bumpus rode up to the Crystal of Light?" Caia asked, anticipation in her voice. "Did Bumpus pass the test?"

	"Companions are never tested," Tokara answered sagely and ran her fingertips over the cracking spine of the book. "Are you sure you want me to read the rest of the story tonight?"

	"Everyone come down for dinner," Kadana interrupted, sticking her head through the door of the solar. "Last big dinner before I set sail. I want all of my children at the table. Hurry up, sloth-feets!"

	The boys sprang ahead, squeezing through the door, past their mother while shouting out heartfelt entreaties.

	"Are you sure I can't sail with you this time?" Reeve crowed. "I understand why you don't want to take Rask, but I could be very useful on the ship."

	"You?" Rask cried, outraged. "I know the Golden Voyage better than anyone. And it's not a ship; it's a galleon. So there."

	Kadana pushed her sons further down the hall. "Neither of you is ready to travel to Melia. You have the manners of monkeys!" She poked her head back into the room. "Coming girls?"

	"Yes, Momma," Tokara and Caia said in unison, scrambling to their feet.

	Alert and ready for their dinner, the pack of dogs, including Howler, dashed out of the solar and nosily galloped down the hall, baying. BrrrUUUUUHHHHRRRRR.

	Tokara set the tome of tales on the side table. She felt a little sad. Their mother had stayed with them for the better part of the season, but now that the early spring sun was melting the snow, she was leaving again. Tokara sighed.

	"One day, we can all travel with you?" she asked, taking her mother's hand.

	"One day, my sweet girls." Kadana squeezed Tokara's hand and took Caia's outstretched hand as well. "One day, I will ask if I can accompany you on your adventures." She cast a glance back at the storybook.

	Tokara met her mother's eyes and smiled, feeling a surge of happiness. "There's a whole big world out there, Momma."

	"Won't it be lonely to travel in the big world?" Caia asked, breaking into the conversation, her curiosity piqued.

	"It won't be lonely, Caia." Tokara peeked around her mother to catch her sister's eye. "Because you and I will always be together."

	"Companions?" the little girls asked with delight. "Like Straakhan and Bumpus."

	"Better than companions," Tokara said, as certain as she had ever been of anything. "Much better than companions . . . Sisters."

	Tokara Deldano smiled broadly as she let her mother usher them down to the last great feast before the spring travels began. Cold rains whipped the castle walls, and she imagined that somewhere under the thin blanket of vanishing snow the first snowbell bud was breaking through the cracking frost and stretching its delicate alabaster head toward the sun.
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