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The Ice's Voyagers

Xun's breath puffed into the air, crystallizing in a cloud. So cold. If Chifundo hadn't begged…

But she had. Begged and pleaded and sent messages by the dozen until Xun gave in. She should have kept on refusing.

The glaciers looming over Turnbull were no fit place for a gardener like Xun. Or a scholar like Prince Cyrille, either. Where Xun had yet to pull her scarf up over her nose and mouth, Prince Cyrille was as bundled against the snow, creeping blue ice and bone-cutting cold as a person could be. Two pairs of socks and three of pants, several shirts, a coat, scarf and hat, all topped with a pair of gloves covered by two layers of mittens. The man could barely walk.

Of course, Xun could barely walk, too, but that had far more to do with the rifts cutting across the surface of the glaciers than it did with her extra clothes. At any other time, she would have said that the glacier was a beautiful site. White snow dusted the top but every rift gave them glimpses down into the deep blue heart of the glacier.

It smelled of dust.

Like standing on the edge of the desert's sand dunes, the dust hung in the air. Xun shut her eyes for a moment, standing still at the edge of a wide rift as blue as sapphires, as deep as falling from a mountaintop. So odd to smell dust on a glacier.

"Where," Garnett asked, his teeth not chattering at all, "are we supposed to meet this cousin of yours?"

"Here," Xun said. She reopened her eyes and snorted at the caustic glare Garnett leveled on her. "She's an Ice Voyager. She'll be here shortly. No doubt that she felt us arrive the minute our boots touched the glacier."

It was hard to tell but Xun thought that Prince Cyrille straightened up and stared at her with awe. Well he should. Ice Voyagers took some of the most difficult journeys in all the realms, skating on and through the ice to other worlds, other stars, even other dimensions at times. Chifundo had never talked about the trips she'd taken but she'd come back different every time. Skin darker or lighter, hair straight or fiercely curly. Once she'd come back completely blind, leaning on a cane from a damaged hip and barely remembering her birth language.

Xun still wanted to know what had happened. And how she'd returned to the young woman Xun had always known after her next trip.

"Why would an Ice Voyager need your help?" Prince Cyrille asked though his words were so muffled that it took Xun a moment to figure out what he'd said. "They're the best warriors and adventurers in the world."

"In all the planes," Keanu agreed. He, being the demigod he was, had no extra clothes other than a loosely draped scarf that Akuchi had pressed on him when they arrived at the glacier. "I find myself quite astonished that she would need our assistance. It is us, is it not? Not just you?"

"Was just me," Xun admitted. She shrugged away Garnett's glower. "She started asking me for help way back, several years ago. I was always busy. Didn't have time, too many projects, too much going on. Then we started our quests and she switched to asking for all of us. I finally gave in after her last letter. She outright begged."

The others nodded but they didn't understand how bizarre that was. Chifundo Spooner, once Chifundo Rosario before her short-lived marriage, did not beg. Even when her husband disappeared on her, she hadn't begged for help finding him. Chifundo would demand. Cajole.

Sometimes interrogate until you admitted that she was right.

But not beg.

Ever.

Thus here they were, waiting for Chifundo to arrive. Xun sighed and watched her breath crystallize in the air over the rift in the glacier. Much as she'd rather be back home with her garden or out on a quest for the High King, they were here in the middle of ice and snow and improbable dust hanging in the air.

Sunlight glittered on the snow. Tiny rainbows shot off the ice crystals of Xun's breath, each rainbow shimmering, rotating, growing until Garnett began to curse and Keanu gasped with his eternal delight in absolutely everything.

"Here she is," Xun said. "That didn't take too long, thank all the Gods who aren't assholes."

Keanu choked on a laugh while Prince Cyrille snickered through his many layers of scarf. After dealing with the Goddess of New Bamboo Shoots trying to get Keanu killed last month Xun didn't feel much in the way of devotion towards the gods. They were what they were, immensely powerful beings with the ability to destroy Xun at a glance, but she was who she was: Executioner of the Ancient God Dorji Kita, stained by his sap-blood and forever marked by Dorji Kita's power.

Realizing that she had nearly the same amount of power as the God of the Sun, High King and ruler over all the Gods, had knocked her ability to worship anyone right down. That plus the quiet realization that she was probably going to end up as the Goddess of Death if she became a god after death. Keanu had carefully not said a word about it but Xun was very aware that they'd all changed dramatically since that first quest against Dorji Kita.

Chifundo's ship rose up out of the ice like mist. Like fog. Like the spray coming from a waterfall, full of tiny rainbows and ice crystals that shimmered in the air. The ship itself was a narrow thing, maybe eight feet wide, but the stern couldn't be seen.

Literally.

It was buried in the ice. Her ship thrust up out of the glacier as if a giant had fired it like an arrow at the rift. The steeply sloping deck didn't seem to bother Chifundo when she opened the tiny round door on the side of the ship, emerging to stare at Xun.

"Xun?" Chifundo asked.

"Hey cousin," Xun replied. "We're here. Still not sure why but we're here like you asked."

Chifundo frowned for a long, long moment. She came to the railing to stare at them all in turn. The only one who got a slight smile was Prince Cyrille with his many layers of clothes. Finally she shook her head.

"I didn't call you," Chifundo said. "Are you sure that I sent a message?"

 

+++

 

Three hours. It had taken Chifundo three hours to read every single letter she'd sent to Xun. She started out amused, humoring Xun. Then she'd gone concerned. Then very pale. By the time she reached the end her hands were shaking so hard that Xun wanted to shake Chifundo until her teeth came loose so that she would talk to Xun.

Though it was nice to see the inside of an ice ship. It was substantially bigger on the inside than on the outside. That narrow eight feet was a good thirty feet wide once you passed through the little door. Xun had strode right in, not worried about whatever spells made the ship work properly. Any ship that could travel world to world by coasting through the ice was something beyond her understanding so why not just accept it and move on?

Keanu had started and stared once he entered the ship. Both Akuchi and Prince Cyrille had begun prowling around the common area that Chifundo asked them to stay in. If Xun wasn't there, she suspected that they would have ransacked the entire ship to figure out just what spells made the thing work.

"I never wrote these," Chifundo whispered. "Not a one of them. But they're all my writing. My style. My phrasing."

"How long have you been doing this?" Garnett asked before Xun could do more than open her mouth to say that yes, they were Chifundo's. Obviously. "Traveling on this ship?"

"Oh, a couple of years now," Chifundo said. Her eyes were on the letters so she didn't see Xun's stare. "Not very long."

"You've been at it for more than a decade now," Xun said.

That got Chifundo to look at her finally. Shock and horror, actually, that's what Xun saw in Chifundo's eyes. So something about the ship or the voyages must be messing with Chifundo. Maybe scrambling her time? That would explain the way her injuries would disappear with no explanation.

"That's not right," Chifundo said so firmly that Xun wanted to believe her. "It's only been two and a half years, Xun."

She would have believed her before killing Dorji Kita but now she felt the surge of power that roiled off Chifundo. Dark, deadly, like a parasite gnawing away at your spine that you couldn't reach and didn't feel as anything more than a vague itch.

"We need to get off of this ship," Prince Cyrille said. "Come on. Everyone. Off the ship right now. You too, Chifundo. It's important."

"I'm only here because I felt Xun on the ice," Chifundo protested. She glared at them all with her hands on her hips, so very much like Xun and their grandmother that Xun grinned at her despite her rising worry. "I'm not leaving when I'm in the middle of something important. You can certainly go. But I'm not going with you."

She gathered up the letters and passed them back to Xun so imperiously that Xun almost took them. Almost. After a second of hesitation, Xun pushed them back towards Chifundo.

"Keep them," Xun said. "I've got copies back home. It's not important. Besides, I think you need them more than I do."

It was a feeling that didn't make much sense except for that lingering feeling of something gnawing away at her spine. Xun herded the others out, Prince Cyrille and Akuchi first, then Keanu, Garnett and finally Xun left too. She turned and looked back at Chifundo before shutting the door. Chifundo stared at her with a puzzled frown but she hadn't moved away from the table in the center of the too empty room.

It was too empty. Where was the furniture? The kitchen was bare of food, plates, even the odd glass set out after having been used. Chifundo had never been this neat. Her rooms back home were still a mess of pillows, blankets and books piled in the corners even though she hadn't lived there for years.
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