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      Snow fell outside the cottage window, the gray afternoon turning into evening. The fire crackled as Drir’s mother adjusted the scarf around his furry neck and fixed the uneven buttons of his wool coat. The fire backlit her large, hunched frame as she towered over him, her snaggled teeth protruding from her lower jaw. The blue dress she wore touched the floor and smelled of peppermint and other medicinal herbs. The polished shell brooch that held her gray shawl around her shoulders caught the light as she straightened with a grin that stretched along her elongated snout.

      “There. Now that’ll keep the cold out,” his mother said, her deep voice filling the small house.

      “Mama, I don’t understand why I have to wear these if I’m covered in fur,” Drir said and scratched behind his large round ears with his stubby claws.

      “Because your fur isn’t thick enough yet. This is your first winter. The cold will catch you off guard if you aren’t prepared for it,” the older gnoll told him and leaned heavily on her thick, wooden cane. “Next winter your fur should be thick enough to handle the deep snows.”

      Drir already felt himself getting too warm standing so close to the fire in the hearth all bundled up. He usually stayed inside to help his mother while the snow fell, and he preferred the warmth, but the coat felt too tight, the scarf almost to the point of strangling him. He was all too aware of the fabric rubbing against his fur, and the map crinkling in his pocket.

      “Now, you remember what I told you?” His mother smoothed out the gray fur that stuck up along his muzzle. He looked up at her brown eyes, tail wagging.

      “Yes, Mama,” Drir said. “Go to Miss Synosia’s house to get the herbs for your medicine. It’s the house with the blue shutters.”

      “Yes. Don’t go to the red shutters. That’s where the Witch lives. If you go there, she may snatch you up,” his mother said with seriousness in her voice. 

      Drir’s fur stood on end. He remembered the stories she had told him about the witch in the hills who took people and never let them go. His friends even whispered that she ate anyone who wandered too close. The woods further up the hill outside of Petylhaven were thick and full of stories. He hadn’t gone into them before alone, caught between the cautions of his mother and the stories of the creatures dwelling past the shadowy trunks.

      Normally, he could go into town and get his mother’s medicine from Synosia’s apothecary when his father wasn’t home, but with her cough getting worse and her not being able to make it through the thick snow with one leg, he needed to head into the woods. Synosia’s house was closer than the village, and the gorgon tended not to leave her home during the winter months while her apprentice ran the shop.

      “Remember to be careful and don’t lose your protection charm.” His mother looked at the beaded bracelet around his right paw with a pearl strung along it. “It’ll keep you safe from any animals that come for you.”

      “I’ll be brave, like Papa!” Drir said and brandished the wooden sword strapped to his side. His bushy tail wagged harder.

      His mother smiled and licked the top of his head, smoothing his fur back. “I know you will be,” she said as a cough rattled in her chest. She hobbled to the door and opened it for him. “Just head straight into the forest. There will be a gap between the trees where the road usually is. You should see the marker rocks. Don’t lose sight of those. This should only take you an hour at most with the snow. Don’t lose the money in your pocket, Drir. Or the map.”

      “I won’t, Mama. I’ll be as fast as a reer,” Drir told her and pulled the map out.

      “Come back before the sun goes down.”

      “I will.”

      The cold wind cut through the warmth of the room as his mother opened the door. The fire flickered and spat, and snowflakes melted on Drir’s nose. He licked the cold water from his snout and shuffled into the powdery white world. He had watched winter overtake the green world over the past month, covering everything in a thick blanket of white. The world smelled crisp and clean compared to the heady scent of smoke and his mother’s herbal medicine. He held onto the little wooden sword tighter and glanced back up at his mother.

      “You’ll be alright, my brave pup,” she told him. “Hurry back soon. I’ll have supper ready when you get back.”

      Drir nodded and trudged uphill through the snow into the woods. His paws crunched the snow, the frozen powder sticking to his paw pads. The light from the house faded behind him as the door shut. More snowflakes caught in his gray fur while his breath plumed in front of his face. He tried to watch the falling clumps but kept blinking as they landed in his eyes. The gnoll rubbed the melting waters from his eyes and sneezed as more snow crusted around his cold nose. Drir breathed out heavily, pretending he was a fire-breathing dragon in the stories his mother told him about. The pale clouds drifted upwards and dissipated into the air.

      The trees towered over him, and he listened to their creaking trunks as they swayed in the wind. Snow rested in the branches, and he jumped as an owl took flight and dislodged one of the clumps, sending it crashing down onto the ground.

      “Just an owl,” he muttered to himself, and stared at the map in his paw.

      The first marker stone came into view, rugged and taller than his mother. It had a hole carved through the top and worn runes trailing down its surface. Snow piled up on top of it like a white hat. His mother told him that there were twenty stones leading up the hill to Synosia’s house. Drir had once asked what the stones were for, and she had told him why, but he couldn’t remember. Something to do with being houses for the forest spirits, but he didn’t understand why spirits would want to live in a rock instead of a house with a comfortable bed. He liked to pretend that they were soldiers that had gotten frozen in place long ago.

      The snow rose up to Drir’s knees further up the hill and made it hard to move quickly. The wind threatened to rip the map out of his paw. He sniffed and licked the snot from his nose as he shuffled along, using his sword to poke at the snow in front of him.

      Blue shutters. Not the red ones. Don’t want to be taken by the Witch. His ears perked up as he spotted a horned rabbit with white fur moving through the snow a few feet ahead of him. Rabbit. Mama might like it if I caught it. Papa won’t be back for a few more days, but I bet he’d be proud of me if I caught the rabbit.

      The rabbit sprang further into the trees past him, and he slowed to watch it, ready to put the map away. Snow filled in the deep pawprints he had left behind. He couldn’t see his house anymore as the forest grew thicker. He heard his mother’s voice in his mind, and he shook his head.

      No. Don’t get distracted. Blue shutters, not the red. Blue, not red. Red. Red…? Wait, that’s not right.

      The wind changed and a musky smell hit his nose that made his fur stand on end. Snow crunched close by, but the density of the forest made it hard to pinpoint the sound against the layers of different noises creaking and groaning around him. A large shape raced out of the trees and caught the horned rabbit before it had time to scurry away. A white cloud was kicked up and when it settled, the massive form of a pale owlbear stood crouched over the rabbit and tore into its fur.

      Drir gasped, and the owlbear’s round feathered head snapped in his direction. Dark blood stained its beak. The yellow eyes stood out against the gray and white feathers. Fear raced through Drir as fast as his pounding pulse. He lifted his sword, the toy shaking in his hand.

      Gotta be brave! I gotta get Mama’s medicine.

      The owlbear let out a roaring screech, and Drir took off running blindly into the trees. A string of fragmented, frantic prayers raced through his head. The owlbear’s call rattled in his ears, and Drir stumbled into a deep drift. Cold powder went up his nose, and he sputtered as he scrambled up, almost dropping his sword.

      He kept running until his lungs burned and each cloudy breath came out in a rattling wheeze. Drir tripped and fell against a tree, digging his claws into the bark to keep from falling. He darted behind it, looking around through the darkening copse for any sign of the owlbear. The musky smell was faint, but not nearby and nothing else smelled amiss. He felt his heart beating so fast that he thought it would burst through his coat. Drir touched the cold pearl around his wrist, hoping the magic from the bracelet would be enough.

      A minute or so passed with no sound of crunching snow or the smell of the owlbear getting stronger. Drir peered around the tree and saw no other creatures moving through the forest. He let out a sigh of relief.

      The bracelet really worked, he thought.

      When he looked around, he realized he wasn’t on the path anymore. He saw none of the marker stones that identified the path he needed to take. The young gnoll patted his coat for the map, suddenly realizing it was gone. His relief turned to panic, and a whimper built up in his throat and tears stung his eyes as they froze against his fur. He saw no sign of the map, fearing he’d dropped it in the snowdrift.

      Lost?! Nonononono! Mama
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