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The wind swirled about the firs, in streamers of snow.  Snowflakes rose as much as they fell, and elsewhere drifted along on a level, as if sauntering by.

Gareth eyed the firs—they were only trees—and looked over his shoulder to the rest of the patrol.  "Nothing more!  We've got to get back!  Our foes won't need to fear the storm!"

The bulky form that was the captain hesitated, and Gareth's parched lips set.  He wondered how many men had made the appeal before; they all had faced the captain at his words, but their hoods shielded their expressions.  The captain stood, pondering, as if there were any question whether their scouting would prove useful in this storm.

The captain's shoulders slumped.  "Head back!"

Will marvels never cease? thought Gareth.  He slogged back, his feet sinking up to his knees with every step, and snow slipping into the boot.  When he reached the others, Brand looked at him.  Snow clung to the fur lining his hood.

"If Zavrien has such fearful powers," said Gareth, sharply, "why doesn't he make himself somewhere pleasant to live?"

A gust shoved them forward.  After a minute, Brand said, his voice dejected, flat, "He can't be that powerful.  Not if he needs to protect himself from us."

Gareth grimaced.  The wind stung his face with snow, and he lowered his head against it to trudge on.  Amazing, how eager he could be for the shelter of a few tents and still fewer fires, kept alive only by endless magic.

His hood blocked off everything except the snow before him, where the footsteps, rough shapes from the beginning, were rapidly deformed by the wind.  After plodding minutes, his foot slid on ice.  He clambered back to his feet and looked about.

He could not pick out another soldier in the swirling snow, or any landmark.  His own footsteps vanished as swiftly as falling snow and blowing wind could muffle them.  Hollows in the snow ahead no longer looked like footprints, even vaguely.

"Brand!" he shouted.  The wind snatched his words.  "BRAND!  CAPTAIN!  RUFUS!"

A narrow hand closed on his arm with a grip like steel.  Even through his thick coat, he felt each distinct icy finger.  His mouth abruptly dry, he turned his head.

An angular woman of pure blue, her eyes indifferent and inhuman, looked at him.  Her lighting-blue hair flew on the wind, with the skirt of her thin, sleeveless dress.  Gareth tried to jerk back and did not move an inch.  He reached for his spear.  The frost fairy stabbed at his face with her free hand.  Cold surged from her fingers.  The spear fell from his numb hands, and he could not move.

The frost fairy smiled.  Gareth, unable to shift his eyes, stared at her and waited for the end:  she had doomed him the moment she laid her hand on him.

But the cold did not extend, did not reach his heart and be his death.  Nor did her smile shift.

Another creature lumbered from the veil of snow.  He caught glimpses of a paler blue before an enormous hand and arm, translucent white with blue deep inside, came through his vision and closed around his waist.  The giant lifted Gareth, giving him a brief glimpse of eyebrows like snowdrifts and wrinkles like icicles before throwing him over his shoulder.  Gareth, unable even to blink, stared at a back like ice on a cliff-face.

"Hurry," said the frost fairy, her voice crackling.  "Zavrien will not be pleased with slowness."

The giant said nothing but trudged steadily into the wind, jolting Gareth with each step.  The frost fairy danced about the giant, muttering about speed.  Snow flew over the giant's shoulder into Gareth's face.  He blinked, sputtering.  The frost fairy's attack wore off, then.  He wriggled.  The giant's hand tightened, and Gareth subsided.  For an alarming moment, he glanced at the frost fairy, dancing on the wind, but though she spied his movements with sharp glances, she did not lay a finger on him, or even approach closer.

As if she needed to.  His toes felt like chunks of ice against his feet.  Gareth closed his eyes, and time blurred.  God have mercy on me, he thought, and could not manage any more thought.  At least he did not feel as if he were no longer cold, which would be a sign of the end—and then the thought struck, colder than the frost fairy's fingers, that he should await that moment with eagerness, as the only end of this pain.

The giant's walk went on and on, jouncing Gareth.  Now and again, he felt the giant going up a slope, or down one.  Then, the wind cut off as if with a knife.  For a moment, he wondered if he dreamed.  The giant's footsteps crunched against the ice-covered snow for a minute more; then he lifted Gareth from his shoulder.

In a field of snow, a man in a black sorcerer's robe, embroidered with coppery runes, stood with his hands clasped behind his back.  His pale features held no emotion.  His black hair and beard showed not a trace of snow, and though his clothing was light, he did not shiver.

"So.  A soldier of the army."  His melodious voice held no more emotion than his face.  "The oh-so-luminous force of righteousness and truth.  Eager to hunt through the north lands for the evil sorcerers."

The army, Gareth thought, had not conjured snow storms and the deaths of hundreds, leaving skeletons—and skeletons of children—scattered through the snow.

His mouth felt too leaden to move.

He could not feel the giant's grip on his arms; Zavrien would not have him much longer.  Out of the depths I cry to You, o Lord, he thought, but could recall no more.

"What, nothing to say?"

Gareth swayed.

Zavrien raised his hand.  Violet flames leapt from it to Gareth.  Heat stabbed through his body, restoring feeling, and pain.  Gareth gasped.

"Escape is not that easy," said Zavrien.  He looked at the frost fairy.  "Go, watch the army."

Gareth looked away as the woman flitted into the blizzard, vanishing when she reached the snowfall.

"You do not like my servants?" said Zavrien.  His face contorted.  "They are faithful.  They are loyal.  They obey me.  They do not appease you with words sweet as honey and brief as dew."  Gareth wondered at the passion, but if that showed in his face, Zavrien paid no heed.  The wizard's breath came rapidly.  "As for you, soldier, here is what I give to an invader."

His finger touched Gareth's cheek and drew straight down it.

"Ill luck follow you all your days."

His finger jabbed in other lines.

"And all who fare with you.  Let it blight you, day and night, until your death."

Gareth could see a bit of black against his cheeks.  He closed his eyes.  Winter's Curse—he knew the mark.  He should have known when the frost fairy first laid a hand on him.  Why else would Zavrien have him kept alive?  

But Zavrien had already turned away, and said, carelessly, "Bring him back."

The giant nodded and threw Gareth to his shoulder.  The cold returned, seeping back into his body.  It would not kill him in time.  Soon enough, but not in time.

* * *
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Perriel tried to peer through the wind-driven snow, but though her wall of air protected her from the wind, the snow all but blinded her.  Those dark shapes ahead might be firs.

She shivered.  The stories were too feeble.  She could not have imagined this storm.  If apprentices were brought here, the warnings about diabolerie would be much sharper.  It might even have dissuaded Master Rodger. . . . 

"Perriel!"  Corry's voice rang through the wind on the wings of his spell.  "The general wants us back."

"They found the rest?"

"Some."  Corry emerged from the whiteness, shaking his head.  "We can't risk the searchers, too."

A strand of hair had worked its way out of her braid; it poked her face.  Perriel shoved it back.  "We haven't found half of them!"

Corry came within the ambit of her spell, and snow no longer blew between them.  His puppy-dog eyes were sorrowful.  "The general's going to break the captain."

"Maybe the captain should stay behind to search."

Corry did not answer.  Then, he had learned to—humor her indignation.  He seldom lifted a finger to actually help.

Perriel looked away, toward the firs.  "I'll just check this grove."

Corry shrugged.  "I'll come with you.  Two can search twice as fast."

Which meant he thought that would indeed get them back to camp earlier.

Perriel trudged through the drifts.  Snow clumped in every crease in her clothing.

Corry followed, more slowly.  "If we had known we would be stuck with this, we might have been less eager to deal with our master."

"Just as well we didn't know, then, isn't it?" Perriel said, tartly.  She had known that Corry had followed her lead, back then, but to wish that. . . .

She wondered if Zavrien had had an apprentice who had not been eager to deal with his master, who hesitated to denounce—well, she should not think ill of the dead, who were past any judgment of hers.  Any such apprentice had paid a stern price for his reluctance—but, she thought with a touch of acid, he had not been the only one to pay.

The firs blocked some of the wind, and much of the blowing snow.  The air was almost transparent, the drifts were smaller, and a brown lump, touched with white, lay at the grove's edge—like a soldier, overcome by cold.

Perriel hurried.  Snow already gathered on him, filling folds in the cloth, but a man lay there.  She held a hand to his lips, and a warm breath hit her fingers.  Her own breath rushed out.  He looked no older than she, or Corry, was, but he was solidly built.  The two of them would be hard put to carry him along.

"Corry!"  She put her arms around the unconscious man.  He groaned.  Fearing frost-bite, Perriel turned him over.  His dark hair fell over his face—his very pale face—and she shoved it aside.  His eyes were still closed.  On one cheek rested a sigil, black and sharp as if painted with ink.  Cold from more than the weather, Perriel recognized, though she could not read, the mark.  Her hand went to his cheek, trying to
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