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    Imar felt his upper lip begin to pull back in a predatory smile as the last flakes of snow drifted lazily down. The clouds had been thinning over the last hour as he and his two men closed off the only escape route from the rocky vale which the Kazenvek had been slowly herded into by the other two groups of Barians. The sun would soon make an appearance and turn the world of dull ivory and gray into a brilliant prism of ice and dazzling white crystals.


    He flashed the grin at Kailt even as he held up a leather-gloved hand to signal a halt. The other man cautiously slowed, lowering himself to an easy crouch, and exchanged a wry look with Vanik who returned it with half-lidded eyes that couldn’t quite conceal his own excitement.


    The three had grown up in Baria and they knew well how to move in the snow so that their weight was less than a whisper over the quiet northern drifts. It would never do to alert their prey to their presence until the trap was truly sprung. All three men moved with grace despite the naked blades they carried–Kailt and Vanik each with a bastard sword nearly four feet in length, while Imar rested his grandfather’s two-handed sword across his left shoulder.


    Soon, he mouthed, his breath misting the air, and the others noted his smile as it faded. “(We) make no [mistakes].” The two words1 were spoken so softly the others had to strain to hear, but they had been expecting them, after all. There may be pleasure in the hunt, and they may be young hunters, but they all knew it was no game.


    The trio held their positions for a few moments, their eyes glancing over the snow-covered rocks around them and then down the wide mouth of the small vale to make certain there was no movement; then, at Imar’s signal, they began to spread out slowly, cautiously giving each other the room needed to swing their large weapons and also to make certain none of their prey would escape the trap that had been set.


    Now in position, each young man waited. They breathed deeply, slowly, trying to saturate their lungs for the fight that was only seconds away. Each could feel their adrenaline starting to rush in anticipation, their senses taking in the cold, clear air and the whisper of the light wind across the hills. Eyes narrowed, straining to see any movement that might reveal their enemies, ears sharpened to try and pick up any sound that might give them a moment’s warning.


    A sudden battle-cry came from the other side of the vale and the three young hunters saw the Chieftain of Drahl leading his two men in a charge toward what appeared to be another mound of snow. But as the Barians came on, the ice crystals exploded outward to reveal nearly seven feet and 350 pounds of solid, terrifying white-furred demon. Its sudden movement should have blinded the warriors with the unexpected burst of snow and jagged ice, but these three were not just veterans, they were the best the village of Drahl had to offer, and the ice demon–Kazenvek in the temple tongue–found its furious bellow met by the fierce cries of men who felt no fear for even this foe.


    Imar’s feral grin split his face to see his father lead the charge so boldly, and it took no small effort to hold position with Kailt and Vanik when he yearned to move in and take his part in the fight nearly a hundred yards away. Instead, he lowered his blade down to a guard position, holding the massive hilt tightly and prepared himself should this creature seek to flee or another of its kind appear. There would be no escape for the demons today–or any other day for that matter. Not so long as Baria stood to deny the creatures the heavily populated lands to the south.


    *


    The last of the Ten had just seated himself at the table when Imar stood, quieting the room instantly. “(The) [chieftain] will speak,” he said, bringing the focus of nine sets of eyes to his father. He nodded respectfully to Galt, then sat back down in his own sturdy chair, just as curious as the rest to discover what the chieftain had decided after the unexpected events of the hunt yesterday.


    Galt rose from his seat before the heavy, worn table, round so that all would have a clear view of anyone who spoke. He was average height for a Barian–tall to the people of the south–with a short-cropped blond beard, long hair dyed the red and black of a chieftain, and cool gray eyes.


    “(The) [time] /has come/ for [action],” he stated without preamble, speaking some of his words aloud while simultaneously gesturing the meaning of other words with his hands in what Barians called the True Language. “(The) [demons] /are coming/ [too fast] (and) in [numbers too great] for (it) to be [natural]. [Nothing like this] /has happened/ in [centuries]. (We) must know [why].”


    There were a few nods around the table from the others, but none spoke, eager to learn of the plan that might put them back in control of a situation that had been getting steadily worse for the last two months. Light poured into the room through the heavy glass windows, casting only a few shadows in the Meeting Hall. More often than not a fire would be dancing in the hearth, but in midsummer there were no snaps or hisses to steal the silence from the room.


    Galt looked around the table once, his eyes looking more steel than gray. “(I) will go [north, past our patrols] with Imar. (We) will see with [our own eyes what] may be (the) [cause] of [our trials].”


    There were noises of surprise around the table, one from Imar himself. After what had just happened?


    *


    Another mound of snow burst outward, the Kazenvek which had hidden itself within suddenly leaping forward from the north end of the vale, less than 20 yards from the first. Its roar of anger was met with the battle cries of the second group of three Barians, who had lain in wait to the northeast. Their goal had been to prevent the first demon from fleeing in that direction from Galt’s men, but they were more than eager to test their skills against this newcomer.


    Imar saw Kailt and Vanik’s eyes light up eagerly at the fight that was to come, but his own brow had begun to furrow. In the past, Kazenvek rarely worked with one another–they barely tolerated each other’s presence without a fight for dominance. But as the second creature turned toward the new trio, the young Barian began scanning the area around him even closer. Could one of the snow-covered mounds here be hiding a third demon? Their numbers had been growing over the past two months, and although they certainly didn’t fight in tandem as the Barians did, they did seem more willing to ignore each other for their human enemies.


    A Kazenvek’s hide was deceptive in many ways. Their long fur, which acted more like a boar’s bristles in toughness, covered them from head to toe, its composition designed to insulate and shed snow and ice in such a manner that bladed weapons also tended to slide down or away from their target–making what would be a debilitating or even killing blow into just a glancing one. Spears would be more reliable if the monsters weren’t so quick, despite their size. Thrown weapons were dodged or knocked to the side more often than not, and unless a spear thrust came at a distracted demon, the creature could slide to the side, grab the haft, and pull the human within reach of its long, deadly claws all too easily.


    Kali led the second group of Barians into the fight, his single long braid like a viper behind him as he hurled a throwing axe at the new foe. The monster snarled as the head of the axe was batted aside, but not without taking a shallow bite out of the creature’s forearm. The Barian to Kali’s left lunged forward to the same side with his hunting spear, a deceptive blow designed to look sloppy, and the demon was happy to take the bait, grabbing at the spear with its uninjured clawed hand, while batting the spearpoint wide with the other arm.


    Kali’s second man leaped forward and swung wide with his broad sword toward the demon’s grasping arm and wrist in a scythe-like motion, ensuring that if the blade were to be deflected it would still inflict a wound on the seven-foot monstrosity. Perhaps sensing what was to come, realizing that by avoiding the humans to either side it would leave itself vulnerable to the cold-eyed human in the center, the Kazenvek suddenly lunged backward, accepting a slashing wound from the broad sword.


    But Kali was, for some reason Imar couldn’t see from his viewpoint, not taking advantage of the opening that had been made for him. Instead, his deep blue eyes had suddenly turned toward the fight that the chieftain and his men were involved in a dozen yards away. Saying something to his own men, who quickly took a step forward to cover him, Kali thrust his longsword one-handed into the snow point-first, grasped his second throwing axe, turned to Galt, and hurled his weapon in a brutal two-handed motion.


    At the last instant Imar saw what the sharp-eyed Barian had noted, and his breath caught in his throat as the axe flew end-over-end to bury itself in the shoulder of a third demon that had allowed the chieftain’s fight to put the three humans out of position from where it had hidden itself less than ten feet from Galt’s right-hand man.


    *


    “[This] /is/ [unwise],” Kali said from Galt’s right side, drawing frowns from many of the Ten. Some nodded as Kali spoke, others kept more reserved expressions on their faces–watching Galt’s reaction and measuring his responses.


    “To send (the) [two most valued leaders] of Drahl into [such] (an) [unknown danger] /is/ (an) [unnecessary risk],” he continued. “Send [myself] and (the) [sub-chief] if (you) need [eyes] (you) can trust, but do not blind [our village] in (a) [gamble] to see [further].”


    Kali’s voice had always grated on Imar for some reason. There was nothing wrong with it that he could put a finger on, but it always felt as if the man was lecturing.


    “(You) speak [quite eloquently], Son of Aiik,” Galt replied with the hint of a smile on his lips and tidiness to his hand motions that indicated amusement. Imar had had opportunity to see his father speak on equal footing with the Vansernic at one of their council meetings, so he knew that Galt would have no difficulties with the long-winded Second of Drahl. “But [there] /is/ [information that] must be /gleaned/ [which only] (I) will understand. And [only when] (I) see (it).”


    “[Well] and [good, Chieftain],” Kali nodded respectfully. “Take [myself] or [another] of (the) [Ten] with (you) [then]. Not (the) [sub-chief].”


    A few fists pounded gently on the dark table as other members of the Ten expressed their agreement with the Second’s words.


    “No, Kali. [Only] Imar can do [what] must be /done/ for [our people].”


    Kali’s face broke from its usual cool mask and his deep blue eyes flashed in irritation.


    “Hear [my words, leaders] of Drahl,” Galt said in heavy tones, his gestures deliberate and precise. “(You) [all] know (the) [truth] of [what] /has been happening/ [here]. [What] /happened/ [only yesterday].”


    *


    Even as Kali’s axe spun past him, Galt was leaping backward while pivoting his body in a circle toward the demon that had lain in wait. The chieftain’s black and red hair seemed to blur with the speed of his spin and his long sword came down in a vicious chop designed to line up with the counterspin Kali’s axe hit had forced the monster into. Between the unexpectedly brutal impact from the thrown weapon and the sudden move Galt had made, the Kazenvek had no time to construct a defense and the Barian’s sword cleaved straight through the creature’s thick collar bone and into its broad chest.


    The chieftain’s feet came down in the snow which was suddenly reddened with the ice demon’s blood. He stumbled for just a moment, then thrust a stabilizing leg up and out against the dying creature’s hip so that he could both finish the cut and pull his weapon free from the huge body. Galt’s two men side-stepped in the snow to cover their leader from their first target even as Kali stepped forward, pulling his own long sword out of the snow, and spinning it over his shoulder in a quick move to fling ice crystals into the face of the monster that he and his men fought.


    Imar took a step forward, but tapped Vanik’s shoulder once and made a circle with one finger held up, then gestured Kailt forward and to the left. The two Barians moved forward slightly, but now there was someone watching behind as well. Kazenvek could be ambush predators, but they didn’t usually show this much patience when prey was in sight. Imar and his men would not be caught by surprise today, the young sub-chief determined.


    The demon facing Galt’s trio was covered in cuts, and its right knee looked to be crippled. The other monster, in better shape but clearly feeling pressed against Kali’s trio, hissed out a scream of frustration and then–in a move that eerily mirrored Galt’s earlier killing strike–leaped backward and twisted in mid air to face Imar and his men eighty yards away. The creature apparently liked facing the unknown trio better and sprinted forward in bounds that Kali and his men wouldn’t be able to match.


    Imar’s eyes burned in anticipation. If the demon thought that Kali was dangerous, it was about to discover that–


    Two mounds in the snow suddenly exploded into motion as if the other creature’s hiss had been some sort of signal. Each of the nearly seven-foot monsters that had lain hidden were closer to Imar and his men than the other six Barians to the north. And all three of them lowered their heads and ate up the ground toward the waiting humans.


    *


    “And not [only yesterday],” Galt continued. “Just [four days ago] (I) /saw/ Tirsik /forced/ to kill (a) [demon] with [only] (a) [single] Barian able to get to (him) in [time] to help.”


    Tirsik nodded grimly. No Barian who wished to survive fought a Kazenvek alone. It wasn’t just their size and speed, but their disproportionately long arms. Their stamina. Their ability to survive wounds that would slow or kill a human. Barians wielded long and two-handed swords for a reason–and no warrior of the north was without a spear or throwing axe to help soften the creatures up before being forced to close against them. The fact that Tirsik had survived with only a single slash to his forearm was a testament to his skill. Like Kailt was now, the warrior that Tirsik had fought alongside was still bedridden.


    “[When our enemy] /started/ to move against (us) in [greater numbers] as (the) [spring] /began/, (we) /thought/ (it) [strange]. (An) [anomaly which] /would/ [shortly] right [itself]. But (the) [demons] keep /coming/. In [greater numbers].”


    Galt looked around the table and saw the hard, uncompromising looks of the men before him. “(I) know (we) will not break. (It) /is/ [our duty] to protect (the) [southerners] from (the) [demons] and (we) have never /allowed/ [more than] (a) [handful] of [our enemies] to get through [our patrols] over (the) [last century].”


    He paused a moment for emphasis. “But (we) have become [too defensive],” he continued, his hands moving as if in irritation. He saw the nods around the table as he expressed what they all had been feeling. “(We) /are/ (the) [hunters]. (We) do not allow (the) [ice demons] to shape [any battle] for (us).”


    *


    “Vanik, Kailt!” Imar shouted. “Axes ready!” His eyes narrowed as he carefully picked his target while giving Vanik a full second to spin back around, noting the two spears already flying through the air toward the injured creature running away from Kali’s group.


    “Far demon,” he commanded. “Torso spread.” He balanced the great sword on his left shoulder again and pulled out his own axe. “Throw!”


    Three axes spun through the cold air in a delicate but deadly arc. The clouds were beginning to break, and sunlight caught the crystals of ice being thrown up in a small haze before each of the loping creatures as their long limbs came down and then burst back out of the snow. One of the spears from Kali’s men sailed over the centermost monster as it came down from its leaping run, causing it to hesitate just a moment…and that’s when the second spear finished its arc by burying itself in the creature’s left side. The wound was deep enough for the spear to become a concern for the demon, but the distance it had traveled stopped it from coming out the front of the monster’s abdomen.


    Even as it roared in pain and frustration, the three spinning axes found their targets, Kailt’s deflected by the demon’s movement to bury itself in the huge creature’s upper arm, but Vanik’s throw ending its flight deep in the creature’s right side while Imar’s entered his enemy’s sternum and cracked through it–ending the monster’s cry of pain in a choking cough of blood. Despite the killing blows, it still managed two more large strides through the snow, its fur reddened, its eyes full of hate, before it pitched face-first and slid ten more feet.


    The two nearer demons spared not even a glance for their fallen brethren, each seeking to kill or escape the trio of Barians before them. Again, Imar spared a moment to analyze his foes–they didn’t seem interested in slowing, and there wouldn’t be time to switch weapons again. He spared a half-second to wish he had his father’s mount with him or that Kailt, Vanik, and himself had a long spear between the three of them to accept the costly charge that was coming, then made a cool decision based on what they did have.


    “Right one be mine! Spread left (and) cut legs first. None get past (us)!”


    Vanik took two quick steps left as Kailt crossed quickly behind Imar to get to their target even as the sub-chief strode boldly toward the charging demon that he had marked as his own. He couldn’t spare a glance at his two men, but he was aware of their moves just as he was of the other six Barians charging down the center of the vale, knowing they couldn’t arrive in time to help, but unable to simply wait and watch.


    Imar raised his head to meet the white eyes of the Kazenvek, an arrogant sneer on his young features as he lowered his sword point down and to the right, both hands holding tightly to the grip as he held it just to the side of his hip bone. The demons had always shown a mean cunning, but operated more on instinct than intelligence. And they could never hold themselves back from anything resembling a show of dominance from the humans. The warrior knew he was outmassed and that mass was multiplied by the speed of the enormous creature racing toward him, its breath steaming in the air as its thin lips parted in a snarl that revealed oversized canines and sharp, cutting teeth.


    He had seen what those teeth could do to a man. He knew that its claws were quicker than he was and that its arms were longer than his, as well. But Imar was a Barian of the north, and he was armed with nearly six feet of deadly steel that he knew how to use. And the most lethal weapon at his disposal, his mind–filled with the training of generations of warriors who had fought the Kazenvek for centuries and knew all of their habits and movements–was sharper still.


    The demon screamed its rage at the smaller creature before it and leaped at Imar, arms wide and claws leading like a thicket of sharpened death. The sub-chief threw himself into a roll even before the creature was fully in the air, lowering himself to one knee as he swung his massive blade in a murderous arc right to left above his head. The monster reached the apex of its leap just as the sword came across, and the steel tore through the creature’s arms as if they were leaves on a tree.


    The Kazenvek’s scream became a howl of agony as it landed face-first in the snow, its lifeblood pumping out of the stumps of its arms just as Imar finished his roll and rose smoothly to his feet. With grim determination, he turned and brought the blade down on the creature’s back before it could do more than squirm in torturous pain. There was a sharp crack as the spine was severed, and then he turned back to see how his men had fared.


    Kailt’s left shoulder had been torn open, but the demon had paid a similar price it seemed, judging from the large gash on its side. Vanik had allowed Kailt’s gambit to give him the angle he needed, and most of the monster’s right leg had been shorn off. This didn’t mean it was helpless, although a human would be all but dead from the wound, and Kailt was wisely keeping his distance from the hissing creature as he awaited Imar and the other six Barians to join him in a killing circle.


    For the Barians of the north, who followed Tirnashc, God of Death, this wasn’t a question of honor or personal glory. This was about survival and the extermination of their age-old enemies by any means necessary. A killing circle was a minimum of six warriors, but no Barian would be turned away to join in. The goal wasn’t to torture the thing, but to end its existence without any of the men receiving a scratch from the deadly creatures.


    Kailt would live–would even have use of both arms still, if Imar was any judge. But no more blood would be spilled on the part of his people. The killing circle would see to that, he knew. But he couldn’t help but wonder how this had happened. Six or more Barians against one ice demon was what every man here knew to strive for. This madness of nine against five of the creatures? Imar shook his head in dismay. It couldn’t continue.


    *


    “/Is/ [this then] (a) [war]?” Tirsik asked, his gestures broad to indicate speculation.


    Kali immediately shook his blond head, his braided hair swinging slightly as he did. “(They) /are/ [still too disorganized]. (They) do not work or fight [together]. (They) remain [little smarter] than [animals].”


    “/Could/ (they) be /migrating/ for [some reason]?” Imar wondered aloud with a questioning look toward his father.


    “(I) have /looked/ into (the) [histories] at Karvh,” Galt said, referencing the southernmost Barian village which housed the only library in all of the cold northern lands. “(The) [demons] have never /acted/ like [other animals]. (They) /formed/ no [herds] until [now], nor /did/ (they) seem to notice (the) [seasons]. (They) exist [only] to kill.”


    Galt tapped the table once with a calloused finger. “[This] /is/ [unprecedented]. And so (we) must learn [why] (the) [demons] /are moving/ [south]. /Migrating/ if [that] /is/ [what] /is happening/.”


    “(I) agree with (the) [chieftain],” Kali began, but with a note of stubbornness that Imar recognized all too well. “But (I) still say [that]--”


    “[Enough], Kali!” Galt said firmly, his hand cutting abruptly through the air. “[There] /are/ [some things] (you) do not yet know. [When] (you) /are/ [chieftain], (you) may make [whatever decisions] (you) wish.” He softened his voice, but his grey eyes remained firm. “[This decision] /is/ [mine] to make. (It) /is/ not [arbitrary].”


    Kali nodded his ascent, though his brow remained furrowed.


    “In [our absence], (you) will be [in charge] of Drahl’s [patrols], Kali. (I) want (the) [scouts] /tripled/ and (I) want [their range] /doubled/. [When] (the) [demons] move [south] (they) must be /met/ with [organized force].”


    The Second nodded once more, this time with a fierce look in his eyes. Imar may not personally care for Kali, but the man was a Barian in every sense of the word. He would not fail his people.


    “(We) will be [gone] no [more than five days],” Galt continued. “If (we) find [what] /is causing/ [our enemies’ migration], (we) can prepare for [whatever] Tirnashc /wills/. But (He) /would/ not wish (us) to fight [blindly], without [knowledge].” His eyes swept the table, his gestures grand and his voice rising in volume. “(We) /are/ Barian. And (we) will survive!”


    Ten fists thumped heartily onto the tabletop, and Galt nodded with approval. “(We) leave [tomorrow] at [first light].”


    *


    Imar stood in the early pre-dawn stillness, looking out over the village of his birth. It was a haphazard collection of sturdy houses made of wood or stone, blending the styles of the many peoples who traveled the roads north in the summer to Baria. Artisans and carpenters and stone masons from the Kingdoms of Auren who provided what they could in skill and labor so that every child born in Drahl and the other villages could focus on two things: fighting and survival. Not how to build or farm, not to learn the trades of artisan or herdsman. A Barian’s only occupations were warrior, tracker, or healer.


    His ice-blue eyes were drawn to the stone wall that circled the village. A mere five feet high, but three feet thick, with iron spikes jutting outward, the wall wasn’t built to keep the Kazenvek out. In a land where the drifts in winter could reach as high as eight feet and sometimes more, only something built 20 feet tall might stop an ice demon’s leap from reaching the top, and structures that size were wholly impractical to keep safe in the ice and snow.


    But every man, woman, and child in Drahl knew exactly where the wall was down to the exact inch. They learned its dimensions with their first tentative steps. They drilled as children to know where the stone and iron spikes lay even when buried beneath feet of snow. And as each young Barian honed their fighting skills, waiting for the day they could join their first patrol, they did so within just a few strides of the barrier, so that they knew where it was in their bones…while their enemies would smash into it when the snow level was low but the wall was still all-but invisible, or step onto a buried spike when the drifts rose higher. No, it would never stop a concentrated charge, but the creatures knew nothing of tactics or how to fight as a warrior, trusting in the moves of the man to his left and his right as every Barian did.


    His young features clouded, and Imar remembered what had happened two days ago. Those demons hadn’t worked together, no, but they also hadn’t gotten in each others’ way, either. And that was something new. As his eyes traced the stone-and-iron wall which encircled the homes of his people, he wondered what would happen if their age-old enemy did begin to work together. If three of the monstrosities attacked the west wall, even as a pair here and there leaped over the wall to the east, to run rampant through the lanes between the homes of his friends and his family.


    But even as this vision came unwilling to his mind, he found himself shaking his head in flat denial. Instead of the vicious creatures outflanking his people, he saw a block of five Barians holding their killing spears at the ready as those too young yet for patrols threw axes over the heads of their elders. He saw his men watching every foot of the wall and letting no stray demons sneak past the patrols. He saw himself and Kailt and even Kali mounted on their psaeque to take out any of their foes who thought they could come at Drahl from the south, and then nodded grimly.


    As Galt had said at the meeting, the histories mentioned nothing of such organization in the last few centuries–and there was still nothing to indicate that would change–but every Barian who breathed was a tactician. And Imar knew in his heart that all of his people would prepare for the worst. So that they would survive. For no matter the odds, that’s what it meant to be a Barian: to survive.


    The door to his home opened, and he saw his father locked in a tight embrace with his mother for just a moment before he took her hand in his and kissed her palm. She brought the hand to her heart before closing the door without a word. Many goodbyes were like that in the north, especially in the village of Drahl where the ice demons roamed in the largest number; every farewell could be the last. Every glance, every touch, was that much sweeter.


    “Do (I) get to find out [what] (we) /are doing/ yet?” Imar asked his father with a boyish grin showing through his sandy beard as he walked back toward the house.


    Galt glanced up at his son. At twenty, Imar had finally stopped growing upward, but his shoulders and chest were still filling out. He stood a full head taller than his father and was already as wide. “(I) /did/ not tell (the) [Ten]” he said, with a tidy gesture, “and (I) shall not tell (you).”


    The sub-chief raised his eyebrows, amusement and confusion warring on his face. “(I) /am/ to go in [blind]?” he asked.


    “Before [sunset then],” Galt conceded with a little shake of his head. “(You) /are/ as [overly curious] as (you) /are/ [tall].”


    “Blame Grandfather on [both counts],” Imar replied with another smile.


    Galt grunted wryly and hoisted his pack to his shoulders. “Let (us) get Tila /outfitted/ and mount up. (We) have [miles] to cover before (you) get [your answers].”


    *


    Imar adjusted the gauze over his eyes with one hand while keeping the other on his father’s shoulder for balance. He wasn’t used to this much snow and sun in conjunction with one another. During most of the year when the snows covered Baria, Tirnashc, Father of All, rarely allowed the sun to shine in or around the seven villages where His children dwelled, only permitting the lead-gray clouds to part at night so that the stars could shine down on the warriors of the north as they sought out their ancient enemy. But here, in the far north, almost a day’s ride from Drahl, the summer sun glared off the snow that still clung stubbornly to parts of the cold tundra.


    The wind blew hard as father and son gripped their knees to Tila’s muscled flanks, and the mighty pseque leaped and ran across snow and rock in a pattern that only a Barian could ever grow accustomed to.


    The sun was now beginning to sink into a bank of clouds that hovered a bit above the horizon, and Imar would soon be able to remove the protective cloth from his eyes. Since leaving this morning, father and son had made excellent time, stopping only briefly twice to eat. The remainder of the day had been spent on the back of their nearly tireless mount, Tila.


    Psaeque were the only practical beasts of burden in the icy regions of Baria. Looking like a cross between a lynx and a snowshoe rabbit, they were easily the size of a horse and infinitely more practical across the snowy terrain. Each pseque lived upward of 120 years and remained loyal to a particular family for generations, although due to their smaller numbers they were borrowed by others to keep the patrols running constantly in search of any stray ice demons.


    Tila had been Galt’s father’s, and someday she would belong to Imar, and their entire family was fond of the playful but very dangerous female. She would have made a real difference in the fight that had happened two days ago, but had been on loan to Indrik and his son as they took their turn patrolling the empty miles around Drahl.


    Twilight was still an hour or two away, and Imar knew they would be stopping soon if for no other reason than to give Tila a chance to rest. It was probable that she could have continued far into the night even with two riders, but there was little wisdom in pushing their mount to her limit when there was no need. Especially in light of where they were going.


    The sub-chief squinted, his eyes trying to make out anything against the sun’s brightness and its twin reflected in the snow ahead of them. They were climbing another rise, however, and everything was hidden beyond it save for the towering peaks of the Shirak mountain range, a few days’ journey to the east.


    Despite Galt’s unwillingness to tell his son anything of their destination, Imar had been thinking through everything that had happened recently. No matter how he looked at the problem, he was still unsure if anything certain was actually known by anyone–even his own father. Scouts to the north had returned with no information or not returned at all, which was worrying in and of itself. But the two facts that were known were that the Kazenvek were beginning to come south almost as a species, and that such a large movement was not only unheard of, but was quite probably suicidal for the monsters. The creatures were not adverse to an occasional raid into the warmer lands to get a taste of their favorite game–the relatively unprepared peoples to the south and east–but the demons’ preference was to live in the coldest climate they could find.


    They would die if they had to live outside of Baria, Imar told himself, knowing even as he thought it that he was only hoping it was the truth. On the relatively few occasions that a Kazenvek had made it past the numerous patrols the Barians ran, the creatures had been killed almost within the day. They left a trail of blood and destruction that a tracker with the most feeble of skills could follow, and no ruler would spare any expense to have the demon destroyed as quickly as a unit of soldiers could be put together to do so. It was truly unknown if they did need the cold, but if the monsters could survive for long periods of time without the arctic wastes about them, then Drahl and the other six villages might be overwhelmed in a matter of weeks.


    Once more, Imar made up his mind to ask his father rather pointedly about their mission when they made camp. His eyes again scanned the horizon cautiously. Not much longer, he thought as the sun began to approach the mountain’s horizon to the west. In truth, he was in no particular hurry to either make camp or finish their scouting mission, however. Son and father had always been very close, but upon achieving the mark of sub-chief, First of the Ten and second only to his father, the two had seen much less of each other than either had wanted. And this had only worsened over the last two months as the demons had begun their movements. This little adventure made Imar long again for the days only a few years ago when he and Galt had gone hunting together; the rush of adrenaline upon sighting their prey, and the fierce pride of fighting at his father’s side.


    Many of the other father-and-son fighting teams had looked on enviously at the pair during the annual games six months ago when Imar had become First of the Ten, barely squeezing past Kali. Galt had worn a smile for days afterward, overwhelmed with joy at his son’s accomplishments.


    No, Imar reflected almost lazily, he was in no hurry for this to end, only curious as to what information his father was holding back.


    A sudden cry of pain drifted over the rise and hit the sub-chief like a physical blow. Before the sound ended, his mind was clear. His legs clamped more securely about Tila, and he unsheathed his long sword, holding it tightly in his right hand, his left holding Galt’s shoulder.


    The Chieftain of Drahl had immediately pushed the pseque into a leaping sprint and unstrapped a spear from her broad side while simultaneously drawing his own sword from its sheath.


    They reached the crest of the rise a few heartbeats later as Imar’s mind reeled at the implications of that sound. It had been undoubtedly human and caused by either a serious injury or stark terror. Either way, it meant ice demons. He and his father were a match for any two of the monsters, possibly as many as four when working in tandem, though in truth, they would be hard pressed. Factoring in Tila’s help, should space permit, and perhaps as many as six of the monsters might be killed.


    Normally, any more than two of the monsters tolerating each other was unheard of, but the events of two days ago still sat uncomfortably on Imar’s mind. The creatures had been sighted moving in even larger groups, anywhere between six and a dozen–a terrifying number to face even for Barians. Some scouts had reported that less than two days’ journey to the north there were even more of them.


    The scouts.


    “Father?” Imar nearly had to shout to be heard over the rushing wind as Tila bounded over the hilltop and down into a small valley.


    “There should not be any scouts this far north,” Galt said over his shoulder, answering his son’s unspoken question.


    “Vansernic?”


    Galt shook his head. “Too far north from their mountains.”


    Tila’s direction changed slightly as Galt steered her toward a darker shadow a few rods distant. It looked to be a cave of some sort, its opening perhaps three feet from the ground. With no sight of movement anywhere and no other place of concealment to speak of, it was their logical destination.


    When the pair were within spear-throwing range, Galt slowed Tila to a stop, and father and son dismounted with the ease of years spent riding. Imar moved in front at a cautious trot while Galt moved his arm back with the spear in preparation for a throw to cover his son’s position should anything appear at the cave’s mouth. Tila was left to fend for herself, both Barians knowing the pseque wouldn’t stray far and could easily handle one or even two demons on her own.


    In truth, Imar would have felt better with his grandfather’s two-handed sword–still strapped to Tila’s side–in his hands, but as soon as he saw the opening to the cave, he knew he’d have to stay with the longsword; a weapon that might still be too big depending on the cavern’s dimensions. The greatsword would have been impractical at best and a serious hindrance at worst.


    The opening was bigger than Imar had at first thought due to his original angle of approach. Certainly large enough for a Kazenvek to get inside. The real question was how far back it went…and how many of the monsters might be waiting inside. Wouldn’t they just attack each other in such close quarters? he wondered.


    Without warning, a bellow of pain and anger sounded and an ice demon shot out of the cave mouth with preternatural speed, clutching its arm as if wounded. Galt released his spear while trying to compensate for the creature’s swiftness and direction–he had clearly expected anything coming out of the cave to be rushing toward them rather than away. As a result, the broad head of this weapon was almost a foot off target, merely grazing the demon’s side and causing its retreat speed to increase even more swiftly.


    Some sort of warning went off in the back of Imar’s mind. He looked around for something to substantiate it, but nothing appeared, and he shrugged it off for now. Whoever had made the cry that had brought them here was most likely inside, and judging by the demon’s retreat, still fighting. He would surely enjoy some reinforcements.


    Eyeing the distance up to the cave’s mouth, the young man took two running steps and leaped into the opening, silently thanking Tirnashc for the lack of snow inside the cave. He slid to a quick stop, managing to retain his balance while keeping his guard up.


    Galt followed a moment later, electing to pull himself up to the waist-high opening more cautiously, undoubtedly due to his smaller build and desire to not push his son further into the cave until they were both ready. Once up, he pulled a throwing axe from his belt and tapped his son on the shoulder twice. Forward.


    Imar nodded, lowering the strip of gauze from over his eyes as he did so, then pulled a throwing axe of his own from his belt before taking a few slow steps forward. The interior of the cave stretched before him at least forty yards before being lost in the shadows. It smelled of earth and ice, long abandoned by anything living. Even as he began to cautiously move forward, his breath steaming in the air before him, that warning feeling in the back of his mind began to grow. If there had been a battle, where were the bodies? Why couldn’t he hear anything other than his own quiet tread and the sound of his heart beating rapidly in his chest?


    The haft of his father’s axe touched Imar’s shoulder lightly, and he came to a halt. Galt obviously felt that something wasn’t right as well.


    Imar’s skin began to tingle, and he wet his lips. The cave was as quiet as a gentle snowfall at midnight. So why had they seen the Kazenvek running from here if there was no one alive to make a sound?


    Galt tapped his son’s lower back once, and Imar nodded. It was time to back out of here and rethink this.


    He took one careful step back, and two ice demons rose like ghosts from the rocks that they had been hiding behind less than thirty yards away from where Imar stood. There had been no warning. No sound.


    At almost the same time, he heard Galt take one step and release his throwing axe with a short hiss of air.


    Behind them.


    Imar turned just in time to see his father’s axe sink into the chest of one of the two ice demons that had been coming up from their rear. It gave a frothy choke of hatred even as it fell back and then down to the ground outside the cave.


    Father and son charged the remaining Kazenvek as Imar hurled his own axe over his father’s shoulder, mindful of the two monsters behind him. There wasn’t enough of a ceiling to put much arc into his throw, nor was it the most carefully aimed shot of his life, but the sub-chief was very good, and at the moment, very desperate.


    The ice demon turned with that impossible swiftness while raising an arm to ward off the blow. The axe clipped the monster’s forearm near the elbow, leaving a tearing gash, but the weapon didn’t stay in.


    The distraction did allow Galt to lower his broad shoulder into the demon’s ribs, however, while simultaneously hacking off the monster’s other arm with a powerful slash from his sword. The creature stumbled back with a blood-curdling howl of pain and frustration, its back smashing into the cavern’s side, and Imar’s quick thrust up through its abdomen and into its lungs ended the cries in a burble of escaping air and blood. There was now a clear run to the cave’s mouth, and the two humans had just enough time to get out of the carefully laid trap that had somehow been prepared for them.


    Galt leaped to the ground next to the ice demon that lay on the red-stained snow and rocks with six inches of steel from the chieftain’s axe buried in its chest and glanced back to make sure that Imar still followed.


    A glance that would cost him his life.


    Even as Imar ran past the one-armed creature sliding to the cavern floor, he saw, like a nightmare image, the ice demon next to his father raise an arm and hamstring Galt’s legs despite the weapon sticking grotesquely from its chest.


    Imar’s eyes went wide in shock, and a blaze of hatred swept through him. He suddenly pivoted his body around in response to a change in the noise to his left and swung his longsword back in a spin. The monster he would have sworn had taken a mortal wound had just begun to stand despite the blood mixed with air from its lungs, which bubbled out of its chest wound. The sub-chief’s sword–backed by his anger and the momentum from his pivot–sliced through the creature’s remaining arm and far into its rib cage.


    Its gurgling howl reverberated off the cavern walls even while clutching the weapon embedded in its side with the crook of what remained of its arm, as if to deny its own death. Imar didn’t have time to shake it loose. He leaped to the ground and took two quick steps, glancing at the demon that lay in the snow beside him.


    Despite his hideous wounds, Galt had killed the Kazenvek they had both thought already dead. The chieftain’s sword was stuck through the monster’s neck, and strangely enough, it, too, clutched the steel that had killed it, effectively preventing Imar from utilizing the weapon he so desperately needed against the pair of unhurt demons that would be emerging from the cave mouth any second. There just wasn’t time to wrestle the weapon free and get his father to safety.


    The Chieftain of Drahl was crawling forward through the crimson snow, his calves a steaming, bloody mess of severed muscles.


    There was no time to plan, only to move. Imar took two quick steps to his father’s side and then lifted him up and over his own broad shoulders. A gasp of pain escaped Galt’s lips, and the younger man found himself hoping that his father would pass out. The wounds were not only messy-looking, but there appeared to be a black stain around the edges of the cuts. If Imar didn’t know better, he would think it was venom of some sort.


    “Tila!” he shouted, even as he awkwardly began running across the snow. The pseque was not where the pair had left her, but there was little chance she would have been killed and no chance at all that she would have returned to the village, no matter the danger. With Galt over his shoulders, Imar couldn’t look back to see how close the two uninjured ice demons were undoubtedly getting. They were certainly better suited for running through the layer of snow, so this was a race the young warrior knew he couldn’t win despite the adrenaline pounding through his blood. But if he could get to Tila…


    He hadn’t gone more than twenty yards and was preparing to shout again, when the pseque came bounding into view, blood streaking her front paws in mute testament to the fate of the first beast that had bolted from the cave which had baited the trap for the two humans. There was a growl of frustration from one of the demons who had just emerged into the light as it realized that an avenue of escape had perhaps just opened up for the two humans.


    But Imar had no intention of retreating. Galt would never be able to ride unaided if he was unconscious, and it would take too much time to bind his wounds to prevent him from bleeding to death as it was. There really weren’t very many options left to the young Barian except to stand his ground, and he was honest enough with himself to know that his emotions were too interested in vengeance at this point to feel any sorrow that retreat and survival weren’t viable at the moment.


    As Tila rushed up to them, growling low in her throat, Imar dropped his father none-too-gently onto the snow at the pseque’s feet, hoping that the pain would wake the injured man.


    “Father,” he called, even as he unstrapped his great two-handed sword from Tila’s side and glanced at the approaching demons.


    “That…was unkind,” Galt said through teeth clenched in pain.


    “Sorry,” Imar replied, pulling some strips of cloth from their saddlebags. “Need (you) awake. Think (you)…sleep.” He couldn’t remember how to say “unconscious” in the common tongue.


    “Imar,” Galt warned, his eyes glassy with pain, nevertheless watching the two ice demons as they raced closer.


    “Can (you) bind hurts?” Imar asked, raising the great sword to prepare for a charge.


    “I’ll…have to,” his father growled through what must have been agony.


    The sub-chief grimaced at what he heard in Galt’s voice. The injuries were bad, but a gnawing suspicion was beginning to grow in the young warrior’s mind. “Good,” was all he said as he watched the approaching monsters slow down to a more cautious advance. It was obvious they had no desire to face a prepared Barian with a two-handed sword who was backed by a still-growling pseque.


    He shifted his grip on the hilt, the point held high. The Kazenvek kept just out of reach of the blade and managed to keep the human between them and Tila while regarding Imar’s blade with a canny respect and more than a glimmer of intelligence.


    That’s what Imar didn’t like, he finally decided. Not only did these demons seem a head taller than any of their brethren, and move quicker than any he had ever seen, but they moved with purpose, rather than just animal hunger.


    The creatures closed slowly upon the young Barian, eyes wary, teeth exposed in silent snarls.


    “Father,” Imar said softly. “Hurts. (They) be bound?”


    “Yes,” Galt said after a moment. To the sub-chief’s surprise, it came from behind and above.


    “(You) on Tila?” he asked in disbelief.


    “Yes, Imar,” Galt answered with a hint of amusement showing even through his obvious pain.


    “Good,” Imar said. He glared warningly at one of the demons as it moved to outflank him. Tila’s warning growl deepened, and the monster’s eyes seemed to flicker toward the pseque in…was that irritation? “If (I) die, (you) go.”


    “There will be…no need…for (me) to go anywhere…my son.” He was gasping for air, though the wounds were not the reason Imar was suddenly sure.


    “Huh,” the sub-chief grunted, thrusting experimentally at the closer ice demon. It batted at the weapon and gave ground, but not much. “See your legs. Sickness.” He couldn’t remember the word for “venom” either, wondering, as his mind seemed to suddenly be splitting in twelve different directions, if he ever had.


    “Possibly poisoned,” Galt conceded.


    “Go. Warn others.”


    “Warn others,” one of the Kazenvek said in a mocking tone.


    Imar nearly dropped his guard in astonishment. Despite himself, the point of his sword lowered an inch, and the creature who hadn’t spoken lunged toward him, long arms extended. The demon attacked too high, however, allowing the young human to spin in a sidestep while squatting down. As he came around, he brought his blade downward in a savage stroke that lopped off both of the monster’s arms at the elbows. He ended the familiar move by spinning a second time and slamming the hilt of his sword into the small of the maimed creature’s back while keeping the point of the blade aimed directly at the heart of the one who had spoken and looked as if it was about to make a similar attack.


    The force of the greatsword’s hilt to the back caused the first monster to stumble forward even as it shrieked its pain over the loss of its arms. Imar heard Tila step back in the loose snow, then there was a rushing whip-crack as her paw slashed forward with enough power to snap the demon’s neck. A scant second later, he heard the meaty thunk of a spear slamming into flesh–Galt was apparently not taking a Kazenvek’s death as a given any more.


    The sound of the spear striking home told the young Barian two things: First, that his father was still aware enough to act, but second, that the venom, for there was no doubt in Imar’s mind that it was–impossible as that seemed–had affected Galt enough to make him too unsure of his throw to attack the remaining demon. Otherwise, it, too, would be dead. His father was conscious, but not in any condition to back his son up.


    “Go!” he shouted, and was gratified to hear a protesting growl from Tila, followed by the great beast leaping away in her league-eating run. Imar knew she wouldn’t let Galt fall.


    The Barian took three quick steps away from the downed ice demon to be safe–not trusting what he thought he knew about the creatures’ mortality any more than his father did–while keeping a sharp eye on the last monster’s claws and vowing to himself to not let them anywhere near his flesh. He was now alone and couldn’t afford any mistakes. In truth, though, this suited the young Barian just fine. Despite his sure-footed moves, he was still in a state of shock over the creature’s ability to speak, and there were some questions he wanted to ask.


    He aimed his sword at the creature’s face, allowing his surprise to finally show. “Talk?”


    “Yes, I can speak,” it sneered in a voice like a man who’d been swallowing broken glass. The Kazenvek sounded as if its vocal cords had just received a nasty cut, and it was drowning in its own blood. An unnerving sound, but Imar wasn’t going to be distracted by it. “And much better than you, you grunting idiot!”


    “Huh.” He had heard insults before and wasn’t too impressed. He jerked his head in Galt’s direction while keeping eye contact with the demon. “Poison?”


    The monster’s face split in a hideous grin. “Possibly poisoned,” it said in exactly the same tone that Galt had used earlier. It lowered its head and turned it slightly to the side, eyes narrowed. “You’re certainly not used to speaking, are you? You sound like a child.” Its tongue licked its upper lip. “We like children.”


    Imar scrunched his face up as if in anger, glanced left, and then made a deliberately crude swing to the right. If it spoke, did that mean it could be tricked? The demon took the bait and stepped closer, suddenly swinging swiftly and low, but the warrior had expected the counterattack and nicked the monster’s wrist as he leaped nimbly back.


    “Not child.”


    The Kazenvek hissed, but Imar thought it was more in irritation than pain. “Just an imbecile, then?”


    The sub-chief began circling the creature to keep it engaged, but also to make sure there weren’t any more of the monsters creeping up from behind. He used his peripheral vision, thankful that the sun had started to set to keep the glare down, but kept his eyes locked on the ice demon, trying to see if these new versions liked dominance displays any more than their lesser brethren.


    He shrugged once. “Demon never talk before,” he said as if this change weren’t anything new, but inwardly he was amazed at the Kazenvek’s mastery of the language and apparent intelligence. How could something so monstrous have such a grasp on human speech? They’d never shown a glimmer of true intelligence before.


    The demon smiled again without seeming to even breathe. It stood a little over seven feet and had to weigh at least 400 pounds. Pure, white fur covered every inch of its hide, and even the irises of its eyes were devoid of color, but it was the claws that commanded Imar’s true attention. Where every Kazenvek he had ever fought had long talons that were either white or pale gray, those on this particular monster were so black that they seemed to pulse with darkness. The source, the Barian suddenly realized, of the venom in his father’s body. He noted them carefully, ready to dodge in a heartbeat were they to strike.


    “How (you) able to talk?” he asked.


    “All Kazenvek can speak your crude language,” it finally said after a moment of its own silent scrutiny, “primitive as it is.” Its voice was low and coarse, some of the words slurring into the others, and Imar realized its mouth wasn’t made to speak the common tongue of man.


    “(You) lie,” he said bluntly. “No demon talk.”


    “Obviously, I do.” Then it raised its head slightly to look down at the smaller human. “Or did you mean ‘demon no talk?’ As in, ‘be silent’? It’s hard to speak with inferior species, and you truly are barbaric.”


    Imar’s eyes went flat. He had let all of the insults go until the end. “Barian” was a complex word in the temple tongue. It translated poorly to mean “survivor”, but that captured none of the important nuances to the word. A Barian survived through intelligence, cunning, and skill, not brute strength, utilizing the mind as the most powerful weapon of all. “Barbarian” corrupted the word, reducing it to the level of an enraged wild boar–a creature that survived through sheer animal ferocity. Any true Barian found the latter word to be an unpardonable insult.


    “Not barbaric,” he breathed. The sun was just a glimmer on the horizon now, and there was no wind, allowing words to carry very well.


    The Kazenvek’s eyes narrowed. “Well, something’s set you off. I’m sure you’re just dying to leap at my throat and avenge your sire.” The creature flexed those black claws. “Aren’t you?”


    “No.” Imar’s sword hadn’t wavered an inch.


    “What?” the monster spat out in surprise. “You’ve killed the others, why not me?”


    “You be talking.”


    “How good of you to notice,” it said, voice dripping with sarcasm.


    “Much.”


    The demon seemed to relax slightly, straightening even further. Its arms remained wide, however, and it continued to glance at the greatsword still aimed at its mouth. “So because I speak so well, you think I’m more dangerous and powerful than my fellow Kazenvek.”


    “Huh,” Imar snorted.


    “Contempt?” The creature seemed genuinely perplexed. “Then why–?”


    The sub-chief brought his sword down in a rapid arc while calmly stepping forward. The move was so unexpectedly casual, and the Barian’s eyes were so completely emotionless, that the creature’s leap backward was a hair too late. The steel edge bit into the demon’s skin from head to groin, leaving a long, angry red mark that quickly began to well up and bleed. It was not a death wound, but the demon’s life would be endangered from loss of blood in the very near future. Or every other one which Imar had ever fought before would have been. Now he was unsure.


    The Kazenvek crouched once more, letting out a horrific scream of rage and pain from its split lips. It held its ground for less than a heartbeat with its claws flexing, a red glint in its eyes as the blood stained and matted its fur. Then it became the very thing it had accused its attacker of being: a raging creature of anger. The demon had learned from the attacks of its brethren and now kept its swings low and quick, striking rapidly with either arm. Imar danced away from the black claws, nicking the monster’s extremities almost at will with his greatsword–each hit inflicting more pain and eliciting more savagery from the creature.


    After a few minutes of this, Imar backed off, noting the monster’s blind attacks as the blood from the sword’s first strike gathered in wet clumps of hair too thick to simply shake off. The demon stopped swinging and remained crouched as if to spring, its wide nostrils flaring with the effort to both scent its prey and draw air into its lungs. The monster knew it couldn’t afford to paw the blood out of its eyes; its arms must remain out and on guard against the attack that could come from anywhere.


    Imar stepped back again, allowing his boots to make a slight crunching sound in the battle-trampled snow, causing the Kazenvek to peer in his general direction. With an irritated growl, the creature shook its head rapidly, sending blood flying, then squinted its eyes open to glare at its enemy.


    Instead of remaining in a ready position, the young warrior straightened slightly, noting with grim satisfaction the swelling and bleeding from nearly a dozen wounds on the monster’s once-white hide. The exertion of battle had caused them to bleed even more, but Kazenvek had supernatural stamina, and those he and Galt had fought today obviously had even more. This one was not that far gone, but it was certainly no longer a threat to a true Barian.


    Imar now stood at his full height, blue eyes glinting brightly, his dark hair plastered to his head with sweat. He had fought well this day and remained untouched. Galt would be proud. But first, there was the business at hand.


    The Barian grinned in anticipation, allowing contempt to once more color his voice as he articulated the words. “You imbecile,” he spat.


    The demon launched itself toward the human in unthinking fury as Imar turned on his heel to the right, crouched, and then severed the creature’s hands from its arms, echoing the move he had made moments ago with this one’s counterpart. It landed face-first with another howl of pain in the bloody slush that the once-pristine snow had become.


    Though effective, his move was by no means an original one. Whenever Kazenvek were enraged or hungry enough, they inevitably leaped or attacked their opponent too high. Far in the past, Barians had tried to figure out why the monsters always fell back on the predictable move, but when it became apparent that no answer was forthcoming, the men of the north had finally decided to train specifically for the attack, and generations of Barians had maimed tens of thousands of the creatures over the centuries before killing their ancient foes.


    As Imar would do…but not yet. He turned swiftly to face the downed creature, noting with satisfaction and hope Tila’s tracks heading south toward the village. Perhaps Jaki would be able to leech the venom from his father before it killed him. Then he shook his head and deliberately erased such thoughts from his mind. He had a duty to see through as Sub-Chief of Drahl.


    The young Barian slowly approached the ice demon. It remained face down, the heat from its blood melting the snow around it into a steaming red pool, but Imar could detect its ragged breathing.


    “Roll,” he commanded, prodding the creature’s ribs with the tip of his sword forcefully enough to open another wound.


    There was a low growl for a response, but the huge body slowly moved until its face could be seen. Despite himself, the sub-chief smiled; the bristle-like hair on its body was stained and knotted with blood, both arm stubs were jammed tightly into the creature’s armpits to slow the blood flow, and there was a look of bitter hatred in its eyes.


    “What are you smirking at? I thought you killed my kind all the time.”


    “Not you,” Imar replied with a shake of his head. “You talk.” It was difficult to remember his vocabulary, but at least his attention was no longer split between that and battle.


    “So I talk.”


    “Me have questions.”


    “Does you?” it mocked.


    Imar opened another cut across the demon’s face, and only the creature’s reflexes kept it from losing an eye. “I have questions, then.”


    “You want me to answer your questions?” the creature spat up some frothy blood. “Come to Khadûl!”


    Imar’s eyes narrowed. “‘Come’. Mean go?”


    There was a slight pause. “Yes.” It smiled knowingly at Imar. “‘Go to Khadûl’ is what I meant.”


    “Huh. Doubt that.”


    “Why should you care what I meant? Aren’t you going to try and finish me?”


    Again, the sub-chief found himself wondering at the demon’s speech. Sometimes intelligent, at other times almost petulant. He lowered the point of his blade to its neck. “Try and finish?”


    “I can’t be killed, human. No tr–” Its head shifted to the left. “No talking Kazenvek can.”


    “Talking,” Imar shook his head with his eyebrows raised slightly at the creature’s feeble attempts at misdirection.


    “Are you capable of any independent thought, or do you just repeat everything you hear?” it snarled in exasperation.


    “You think I be stupid because I talk bad.” He shrugged. “This be not my language.”


    “What do you mean? All humans speak this tongue.”


    Its breathing had already recovered, and Imar found himself taking a half step back. Did their bite contain poison, too?


    “Barians speak true language of Tirnashc. Like common language, but fast.”


    The Kazenvek smirked through its split lips. “Perhaps you can teach me. To make our conversation easier.”


    Imar was wary about the way that the demon’s mannerisms didn’t reflect its wounds. Speech should be extremely difficult–as should thinking–with such grave injuries. It would surely die of blood loss within the hour if left alone, yet the monster remained quite lucid.


    “Never teach you our language, demon, and,” Imar finally shrugged half-apologetically, “common language not easy. Questions now. One: you say ‘talking demon’. Mean to say different. Two: Say you not be kill. Three: Say ‘come to Khadûl’. Want answers.”


    The Kazenvek’s mouth opened, and the stump of a bloody, once-long tongue snaked out to caress a broken fang. No doubt the result of its fall. “You’re more intelligent than you act, aren’t you?”


    “No,” the sub-chief said pointedly, “more intelligent than I talk. Now answers.”


    “You’re direct, too.”


    The Barian swiftly stepped up and made a long cut down the demon’s chest from collarbone to sternum, deliberately slicing to the bone as he did it, then leaped back. Blood welled up anew, and the monster shrieked its pain.


    “Now answers,” the Sub-Chief of Drahl repeated emotionlessly.


    “One,” it grated through clenched fangs, making it even harder to understand. “So what? Two, I can’t be killed. Three, what’s the difference?”


    Imar sorted the answers out in his head for a moment, noting that some of the demon’s other wounds had slowed their bleeding to a trickle. “If I chop off head,” he said carefully, “you talk still?”


    “No!” the Kazenvek exploded. “Could you?”


    “I not say ‘can’t be killed.’” He allowed his features to become overtly curious. “What happen if (I) chop off head now?” He raised his greatsword and positioned himself as if to do just that.


    “I would suffer in agony for eternity.” The demon grimaced. “Which would not displease you, I’m sure.”


    Imar pointedly looked at the other creature a few yards away. Its head was twisted at an unnatural angle, and Galt’s spear still stood high, embedded in the monster’s back.


    “That one suffer?”


    “For eternity,” the demon agreed with an unreadable expression on its face.


    “Sound bad.”


    “It is bad, fool! Why do you think I stopped attacking you?”


    “(I) win fight,” he returned easily.


    “Besides that,” the Kazenvek snapped.


    “Besides that?” the warrior echoed. “What else be there? We fight. You lose. You die.”


    The creature’s earlier cuts were now beginning to clot. Perhaps it wasn’t lying about its supposed immortality. But Imar wanted more information. “Maybe,” he said slowly, “I chop off head. Take to village. See ‘suffer for eternity’. Show to others.”


    “No!” The demon seemed genuinely distressed.


    “Will not let you die without answers,” Imar said firmly. Then, strangely compelled to be honest, “Maybe not even then.”


    The creature narrowed its eyes once more, as if thinking. “If I answer your questions, will you kill me…permanently?”


    “You say you can’t be killed,” Imar shook his head with a frown. “Now you can die ‘permanently’? Why will I trust your answers?”


    The demon held the human’s eyes steadily, and its gurgling, slurred voice became softer, almost hesitant. “You
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