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Home

Baal slammed his pickaxe into the stone, and sparks flew about him. He tensed his muscles and hammered the rock again. Sweat glistening from the thunderbolt tattoos atop his bald head. A hole collapsed inward, and a faint red light suddenly penetrated the dark mining cavern. Baal leaned in, scratching his ginger beard, peeking through the hole—still too much rubble.

After some time, he had cleared a large enough hole to fit through. It connected to an even greater cavern. There stood an archway of black and green marble. A red cloud churned about where the doors would have been. 

Baal immediately turned around and began filling in the hole he had dug. What devilry is this?

He nearly had all the rubble back in place when a voice questioned him, “What’s this then, foreman? What is the strange light?”

Baal turned to see his right-hand man, Alvar Kovaa. He was a short, stout man who waddled over and removed some dust-stained goggles. He squinted over a crooked nose at the newfound light. “Ha! By Teras’ hammer, what could it be?”

“I need to clear more of this out,” Baal answered inconspicuously, pointing at the debris. “But I do not like it. It is an ill omen for there to be light deep within the mountain.” 

I will tell no one of this strange gate.

“Ha!” the short man exclaimed, a stubbly, dirt-crusted face smiling with delight. “It could be some new and precious material. Magical gemstones, perchance? Look, there is a chip of topaz here. The chieftain will wish to hear of this immediately.”

“No, we could forget about it and continue in another direction. Let us backtrack to the last intersection.”

“You would give up such an opportunity for what? Superstition?” Alvar questioned, slanting a barely visible brow. “What do you fear?”

“I fear nothing!” Baal’s voice boomed, echoing through the mine tunnels. 

Alvar recoiled.

“Even so,” Baal said as he ground his teeth. “I do not like this.”

“There is no harm in having a look, Foreman Vasara. Seems like the gemstones are plentiful in this vein.”

“Enough. Cover it up, and let us keep this between you and me, Alvar Kovaa?”

“Of course, of course, Foreman.” Alvar repeatedly nodded.

Baal watched as Alvar covered the small hole with crushed stone and dust until the faint crimson light winked out of existence.

“Good. Time to surface,” Baal said with a grunt. Then, he removed a bell from a large pouch on the back of his belt. He rang it steadily as they hiked on an incline through intersections and twisting tunnels. Other miners fell in behind them as they heard the bell calling for an end to the day’s work. The chatter spilled about, growing and growing as miners, like ants, marched through the shafts.

“A feast is to be held in the chieftain’s house. The ale will be flowing endlessly this night,” one man said.

Another man rested a hand on Baal’s shoulder. “Is not the feast in honor of your daughter’s first hunt?” 

Baal looked to see the only Auru who lived in Oitilla, Dominique Silvain, speaking to him. The young man, perhaps in his early twenties, was pale, once gangly, Aurulan-born. He had immigrated nearly two years ago and became part of their community. Baal had taken him under his wing as a miner, and he had bulked up quite a bit since his arrival. He is a stout young lad now. But even so, Dom is still fragile and has much to learn. “Indeed,” Baal said with a toothy grin. “Not two days past, my young flame staked a mountain bear through the heart as it charged down on her.”

“Teras’ might,” Dominique exclaimed in perfect Vouri dialect. “You could have Hata shoot an iron-horned sheep or a snow fox. You Vasara’s are incredibly ridiculous.”

“Not only House Vasara, but it is the Vouri way,” Baal grunted. “We Vouri are a proud people—a resilient people. We mine the stone, shape the metal, brave the cold, and win in battle. It is the way of the mountain. The way of Teras.”

“Ridiculous...” Dom sighed, then scurried ahead, calling back over his shoulder, “Tell Hata I desperately look forward to seeing her at the feast later. Farwell for now, Baal.”

Tell her yourself, boy, or you will never walk the mountain. By Teras’s stones, Aurulan people are so strange, Baal pondered as he followed slowly. He exited the main mine tunnel into a slightly brighter light. Into the cave town of Oitilla, the city was recessed into the mountainside. The sun sparkled through a massive pillar of frozen water at the outside center of the village. Ice Pillar Falls. An icy plateau spread out from the waterfall’s base and over the far cliff. The log homesteads and longhouses sheltered beneath the cavernous mountaintop, like resting on the tongue of a massive gaping maw.

Baal took a deep breath through his nose; the tinge of iron smoke from the forges and the succulent juice of roasting meat washed over him. He turned for home as his stomach grumbled. Tucked away in the corner of the cave town, he came to his house. The L-shaped log homestead was simple, surrounded by a short picket fence to keep his two goats in. The names of his ancestors were carved into the wall of the logs above and around the entryway. 

He entered and spread his arms wide. “My mate! I am home.”

Brena Vasara turned from where she was heating water in a large steel tub and smiled warmly at her husband. She came to him, and they held one another for a long moment. As tall as he, her long blonde hair hung loose behind, brushing the floor. Her chain mail, sword, and shield rested on a chair next to the bath, and only her under wraps were still covering her. The matching black thunderbolt tattoos stormed across her body from head to toe.

“Vaimoni,” Baal whispered.

“Aviomieheni,” Brena answered as she pressed her lips to his. She sighed as their lips departed. “Now, into the bath with you. We must be clean and in our best furs for Hata’s feast tonight.”

Baal’s eyes strayed toward a pot bubbling over the hearth. “A little grub is all I need. I will join you in a moment.” He let go of his wife and walked toward the delicious-smelling food.

“Be quick. Hata will be home soon should you wish for a quick mountain stroll.”

Baal halted. Teras’ fortitude. I want both. But his growling stomach overcame the other urges. “Mate, I am famished. One bowl, and I will wash your back. Besides,” he grinned mischievously. “If we are to drink at the feast tonight, I suspect I will walk the mountains with you many times this night.”

Brena snorted as she finished undressing and stepped into the large tub. It was big enough for three or four people to fit into comfortably. 

Ice was cut and hulled from the plateau lake to be boiled in massive metal cauldrons at the crossroads of each living section, supplying his and the other homes around it with much-needed water.

Baal was fervently scarfing down the bowl of stew when the door swung open behind him. His daughter, Hata Vasara, strode in, carrying a bag of wheat flour.

“By the mountain, flour has gone up in price again. Those Aurulan traders are gouging us.” Hata huffed, dropping the sack near the table and sitting down, stretching her long legs. A bead of sweat dripped from her fire-red hair down her forehead. Her gaze fell on Brena, who was washing in the bath. “Oh gods, I could use one myself.”

Brena’s eyes met Baal, a smile behind them as if to say, now you will have to wait. With a grunt, Baal grinned back at her and said, “Go then, tyttäreni. You must make ready for the feast. I will soil the bath once you two are clean as plucked chickens.”

“Oh, come on, Isä.” Hata laughed. “I will wash Äiti’s back, and she can wash yours.”

“I agree with Hata,” Brena said. “Be quick. The water is cooling, and the feast is waiting.”

With that, Baal and Hata joined Brena in the large round tub. Baal growled or purred as Brena used the rough wash rag to scrape his back, his large arms unable to reach the particular spot.

Hata poured water over her mother’s long hair and scrubbed the thyme-scented wood-ash soap into the blonde locks. After rinsing the soap, she sat leisurely in the bath with a brush and combed her mother’s hair.

Sufficiently clean, they pulled the stopper from the base of the tub, and the water drained into a trench along the floor and out into the back lane. Steam wafted as the warm water met cool air.

Baal put on his finest snow-wolf hide pauldron and cleanest leather tunic. He rubbed his bald head. The damned women’s hair causes seconds to turn to minutes, and the next thing, the sun has set. He then sat and grabbed another bowl of stew while waiting for the two women to finish getting ready.

Hata braided her mother’s tresses into a traditional triple plait tight against her crown. Hata’s hair was relatively short, not quite to her chin. It didn’t take long to brush it. Brena then helped Hata into her newly tanned mountain bear hide cloak. Hata grimaced as the weight of the animal’s heavy fur and skull hung upon her.

“Be strong, my daughter,” Baal reassured. “Remember, you slew this beast with your own two hands, and we honor you tonight.”

“You lured the bear in, Father. All I did was hold the pike,” Hata mumbled.

“You made the killing blow. You flourished in the hunt.”

“A mountain bear is no small feat for a pack of hunters with hounds, my daughter,” Brena added. “My first hunt did not provide me such a mighty foe. The mountain cat was starving and weak when I came upon it.”

“Ah ha.” Baal laughed. “Do you remember our first hunt together, my mate? We snuck up on the giant raptor nesting on the anvil’s peak.”

“Voitoon! That was a battle!” Brena praised. “The vulture was protecting its fledglings. We ate well that night, and the blood lust
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