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A LONG-AVOIDED HOMECOMING

A dull foreboding had been growing in my mind since I began 
the ascent up that last hill before the valley of my solitary ancestral home. 
Like a gathering of ravens it had approached, an oppressive dark cloud 
that swelled as I neared the crest. Even my black steed showed increasing 
signs of nervous distress, and I was forced to use stern control in urging 
him up to that dreadful lip. The dark clouds of my thoughts burst into a 
shower of palpable despair as I gazed down on that once sweet summery 
vale. A scourge of fire could not have caused such complete and utter 
desolation. A flame would have served at least to cleanse and scour—a 
natural process that makes way for new life, new growth, new hope. What 
I saw before me was the blight of a hopeless pestilence that had left nothing 
unmarred, not the rocks, nor the dirt, nor even the very air.

Where once fruit trees, abundant with nature’s rich gifts, had 
covered either side of the road, a few poor scattered remains, black with 
a rotting corpulent gall, wriggled up like snakes from the morass that 
was once rich fragrant earth. The air was heavy with an impure humor 
that caused me to cover my nose and mouth with my kerchief. Even the 
sky itself had changed from the misty blue of an autumn afternoon to 
a dull flat plane the color of a corpse’s skin. Dark patches of clouds like 
blemishes upon a diseased face marked the horizon and hung over the home 
I had known so well but now barely recognized. That once noble edifice 
had become a crumbling castle suitable only for the haunts of ghosts or 
forbidden memories—

“Oh, what rot!” exclaimed Quantillion Quill, clapping the 
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book shut and shoving it back into his saddle pouch. He urged his 
bright brown stallion Arrow down the country path lined with the 
autumn gold, orange, and scarlet of maples, oaks, and elms that 
rustled in the cool breeze below a brilliant blue cloudless afternoon 
sky. The air was crisp and fragrant. Vivacious little songbirds chirped 
gaily in the trees. And not a single raven was in sight.

“They’ll publish any drivel nowadays,” continued Quill. 
“‘Forbidden’ memories. Surely he meant forbidding memories.”

“Not good?” asked a rust and ivory colored monkey doll 
perched on Quill’s shoulder. Though it spoke, its stitched mouth did 
not move, and even in the bright sunlight, its button eyes did not blink.

“Not good? Chaba, I would rather finish our journey 
crawling naked on my hands and knees through brambles than read 
one more line of that sewage by Lariff Botch. I am only surprised my 
eyes are not bleeding. Are they bleeding?”

Chaba made a cursory check. “They are not.”
“Half of these writers of so-called tales of terror, misguided 

in their failed attempts to capture the voice of the great poet, Doric 
Asher, are so melodramatic that the effect is less that of terror than of 
comic opera.”

“And the other half ?” asked Chaba.
 “Worse. Diseased minds whose works read like the ravings 

of a sadistic youth after visiting an abattoir. That new author—and 
I use the word loosely—Talon Gore, seems to end every other story 
with someone pulling a decapitated head from a bag.”

“Imaginative. Perhaps a good editor is required,” suggested 
Chaba.

“No, Chaba. What is required is a lynch mob.”
“A lynch mob with good taste,” added Chaba.
“Precisely,” said Quill.
“Despising it so, I am surprised you did not merely toss the 

book on the side of the road.”
“Were I to do so, some unsuspecting reader might chance 

upon it. I have far too much compassion for my fellow man to 
commit such an irresponsible act. Lariff Botch’s book shall provide 
kindling for the hearth once we reach the House of Quill.”

“How long has it been since you returned to your ancestral 
home?” asked Chaba.
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“Far too long. But if my father yet tarries at death’s door, too 
soon.”

“You wish not to see him one last time?” asked Chaba.
“He will not wish to see me. I was not in his favor when 

I left, and staying away so long, I have no doubt sunk even lower 
in his estimation. But my brother bade me come. And his letter 
summoning me was rather peculiar.”

“In what way? You never shared it with me.”
“Read it now if you wish. It is in that pouch.”
Chaba retrieved the letter, perched on the saddle in front of 

Quill, and opened the envelope. He cleared his throat, though he had 
no real throat to clear.

“Dearest Quill—”
“That is when I first became alarmed,” said Quill.
“What do you mean?”
“He has never addressed me thus. It is bizarre, to say the 

least.”
“I see.” Chaba continued. 
“I hope this epistle finds you well.”
“Hmph,” said Quill, shaking his head. “More strangeness.”
“Your family is not typical, I hope,” remarked Chaba.
“Sadly, more than you might think.”
“Please return home at your earliest opportunity with all due 

haste. Father’s perennial illness has taken on a more serious aspect, and 
his days may be numbered. I need to speak with you about a most urgent 
matter concerning the estate. Please come soon, my dear brother. I have 
missed you greatly, and look forward to seeing your face again. Your loving 
brother, Maxillion.”

Quill grunted. “The ending is so macabre that I could almost 
base one of these new tales of terror upon it.”

“Has your brother so despised you that he has never spoken 
thus before?”

“The word despised holds far too much heat. If not cold, 
his attitude toward me has always been apathetic, with a hint of 
mistrust.”

Chaba returned the letter to the pouch and reoccupied his 
usual place upon Quill’s shoulder. “And this urgent matter of the 
estate?”



ROBERT ZOLTAN

12

“That also puzzles me, for it was settled. Being the elder of 
only two, Maxillion is likely to inherit the majority of the family’s 
wealth, including the House of Quill. I told you that he is mostly 
apathetic toward me, but I believe that in the last few years, it has 
gone beyond that. I suspect that his great desire for the house caused 
him to poison my father’s already biased mind against me in subtle 
ways as an insurance policy.”

“Biased? What has your father against you?” asked Chaba.
Quill shrugged. “I left home. And worse, took up a vocation 

he considers beneath the family name.”
“An adventurer for hire?” asked Chaba.
“Paid mercenary was my father’s most flattering term for it.”
“Being near the end of one’s time in this world often affects 

people in remarkable ways. Since you were last home, perhaps things 
have changed.”

Just then, Arrow reached the crest of the last hill before the 
land dipped into the shallow vale where stood Quill’s ancestral home. 
Quill gasped and reined Arrow to a halt. He gazed with wide eyes at 
the gently sloping land below.

The scene could have been stolen straight from the book he 
had been reading only minutes before. The land looked as if it had 
been stricken with a plague. The ground was barren and cracked, the 
trees of the orchard where he had played as a child were blighted and 
almost black, but not from fire. Strange ulcer-like growths clung to 
the branches and trunks. Not a single leaf could be seen on a tree or 
the ground. Even the sky was clouded with a barely visible miasma 
that seemed to float up from the land itself. The pond in front of 
the house was tainted with a dark layer of scum. And the once 
welcoming House of Quill appeared as nothing more than a three-
story grave marker for a dead land.

“This is where you spent your childhood?” asked Chaba, 
incredulous.

Quill finally found his voice. “No. I do not know this place.”
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A WILL AND AWAY

“Ah. Perhaps we took a wrong turn,” said Chaba.
“No,” said Quill. “This is my home. Or was. What in 

Plemora could have done this?” He urged Arrow down the gentle 
incline. A strange cloying odor of decay reached his nostrils.

“The trees are afflicted with some disease, that much is clear,” 
said Chaba. “It could be Ravunder’s Syndrome.”

They followed the road left and then right as it skirted 
the pond. The stench here was the now familiar one of stagnation. 
Among the overgrown grass and uncut weeds, Quill noticed a 
wheelbarrow, some garden tools, and other objects littering the 
grounds near the mansion. The house appeared mostly the same, but 
more weathered than before, with filthy windows, and several loose 
and broken roof tiles. And a dark stain like a corrupted vein trailed 
down one side of the house.

“Everything has fallen into neglect,” said Quill. When he 
reached the front porch, he dismounted and tied Arrow to an aged 
bronze post whose top was molded into the shape of a horse’s head.

“Chaba, you had best stay hidden in my pack until I find 
out what goes on here. I will reveal you to my brother Maxillion if 
necessary.”

Chaba climbed into Quill’s backpack. Quill looped it over his 
shoulders, walked up the short steps to the large oaken doors, grasped 
the bronze doorknocker, and rapped gently. He waited for a time, and 
then knocked with more vigor.

A moment later, one door swung inward with a slight creak. 
A man stepped into the light. He was a bit over six feet in height, 



ROBERT ZOLTAN

14

just barely taller than Quill. He had a dark beard and moustache 
that had been hastily trimmed, wore a refined but wrinkled black 
shirt, leggings, and a silk tunic. His face was paler than Quill’s, with 
dark circles under the eyes and a hollow appearance. His overall 
resemblance to Quill was mild, except for the same light brown eyes.

“Quantillion!” exclaimed the man. He stepped forward and 
embraced Quill.

Quill grimaced and returned the embrace as if he had never 
performed the ritual before. Maxillion had not physically touched 
him in years, and then it was only to strike him painfully on the arm 
after a rather humorless, ill-mannered jest.

“Maxillion?” said Quill, almost doubting the man was his 
brother. He pulled back.

“It is good to see you, brother!” said Maxillion, with genuine 
relief showing on his face.

“It is?”
“Come! Come in!” said Maxillion. He pulled Quill in after him 

and closed the door. They were in a foyer palely lit by sunlight coming 
through small round stained glass windows on either side of the door.

“You look careworn,” said Quill.
“Ha! Ever the flatterer!” said Maxillion. His grin did not 

seem forced or sarcastic. Quill was further puzzled.
“The land looks ravaged by blight and neglect,” said Quill. 

“The trees—”
“Ravunder’s Syndrome,” said Maxillion.
“As I suspected,” said Quill, nodding. “But that is unusual. 

And easily prevented by vigilance, and treatable as well.”
“My care of Father has caused me to neglect certain things.”
“And how is Father?” asked Quill.
“Not well,” said Maxillion.
“I see.”
“In fact, he is dead,” said Maxillion.
Quill stared dumbly at Maxillion. He waited for some 

emotion to well up inside him. All he experienced was a quiet 
numbness with a distant tinge of melancholy. “Oh.”

“Only a few days ago,” said Maxillion. “He is buried in the 
family crypt below the wine cellar.”

“I see.” Quill sighed, and then glanced through the doorways 
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on either side and up the staircase. Everything seemed in disarray. 
Furniture was pushed out of place. Clothes, books, and other objects 
were left lying about. A layer of dust could be seen on the woodwork. 
The house was completely silent. “Why are things in such a state? 
Where is Chambers?”

“I caught Chambers fooling around with the new 
chambermaid.”

Quill raised his brows. “Ironically, that would make her title 
most apt. But surely you did not dismiss him?”

“I did.”
“But he has been with the family for two decades,” replied 

Quill.
Maxillion shrugged. “I found I could no longer trust him.”
“And the chambermaid?”
“I dismissed her as well,” said Maxillion. “She was pregnant 

with Chambers’ child.”
“My word!” said Quill. “Still potent, at his age. Considering 

her condition, was her dismissal not rather harsh?”
“I gave her adequate severance pay. You will have to hire new 

help, Quill.”
Quill raised a brow. “I?”
“Come,” said Maxillion. He put his arm around Quill’s 

shoulder. This made Quill no more at ease than had the embrace.
“Let us open the bottle of Marniak,” said Maxillion, leading 

Quill into the study. “We have matters to discuss.”
“You wish to open the Marniak?” asked Quill. It was the 

most expensive bottle of brandy in their estate. The dark oval bottle 
was already waiting on a table with two glasses in front of the 
fireplace.

“Sit. This is a momentous occasion,” said Maxillion as he 
used a knife to peel off the century-old wax and then a corkscrew to 
open the bottle. He poured a generous amount of the dark amber 
liquor in both glasses and handed one to Quill. “And now, we shall 
drink. First, to father: may his soul reside in paradise.”

Quill gave a nod, but said nothing. It was not good to speak 
ill of the dead. If his father were in paradise, then the requirements 
to enter were less than stringent. He took a sip of the Marniak. The 
subtle liquor flowed across his palate, down his throat, and into his 
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system. His mind expanded with the explosion of rich potent multi-
dimensional flavors. It was the most extraordinary brandy he had 
ever tasted. Before he could comment on the fact, his brother made 
another toast.

“Second, to my safe travels.”
Quill raised his brows. “Where do you—”
Maxillion held up a finger and indicated that Quill should 

drink again. Quill did not have to be coerced.
“And third,” continued Maxillion, “to Quantillion Quill, the 

new master of the House of Quill!”
Maxillion raised his glass and then emptied it. Quill only 

stared at his brother.
“You mean until you return from said travels? Is that why you 

asked me here, to watch the house while you are away? Maxillion, I 
am afraid—”

“I am not returning, Quill. You are the new master of the 
house. The house, the lands, and whatever remains in the secret 
family treasure vault—”

“Secret family treasure vault?” asked Quill with furrowed 
brows.

“—is yours,” finished his brother.
“This is some kind of jest,” said Quill.
Maxillion shook his head. “Middle age has changed me. As 

has father’s death. I no longer desire to be a lord of house and lands. 
My soul has been stirred with a desire for travel. I seek a spiritual 
dimension to my life that has been lacking up until now.”

“I have heard that such a thing is admirable. But I must say, I 
am surprised. You were ever the voluptuary. You are sure about this?”

“Positive.”
Where will you go?” asked Quill.
“Perhaps I will seek out the Mystics of the Purple 

Mountains.”
Quill nodded. “If they can be found. Some say they alone 

are the holders of true wisdom; others claim they are charlatans. It is 
rumored that the mystics themselves claim they are both.”

“In any case, I will head south, where my old battle scar will 
not trouble me. The winters in Corandor are too harsh.”

“Old battle scar? I did not know you had one.”
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“There are many things you do not know about me.”
“I am beginning to suspect,” said Quill, who was having 

difficulty believing the entire thing was not some practical joke. He 
glanced toward the doorway, almost expecting Chambers and the 
chambermaid to jump out from behind the wall and begin laughing 
uproariously with his brother.

“I am not sure what to say,” said Quill, nonplussed.
“Are you not pleased?” asked Maxillion.
“That you are leaving?”
“With the inheritance. I know you desired the house.”
“As did you, more than anything,” said Quill. “But my life is 

now that of an adventurer for hire. Aquilon by the Sea has been my 
home for the last ten years.”

Maxillion shrugged. “And so it may continue. You can have 
others manage the estate, or sell it if you wish. Mother is gone; there 
is no one left to protest. Many would give much to possess it.”

Quill glanced out the window, and his face betrayed some 
doubt.

“Forgive me that I leave it to you in such a state,” said 
Maxillion with a grimace. “But that can be amended within weeks by 
hiring help.”

“Yes, I suppose,” said Quill, tapping his finger against his lips. 
“I have much to think upon. I will return to Aquilon the day after 
tomorrow and decide how to proceed. When will you leave on your 
travels?” Quill finished the lingering traces of brandy in his glass.

“Tonight,” said Maxillion.
Quill choked. He stood up. “Tonight? But why such haste?”
“It is not haste from my perspective. It has been growing in 

my mind for weeks. When father died, everything became clear.”
Quill frowned. “But now I am stuck here until trustworthy 

help can be found. You put me in an awkward position.”
His brother laughed. “An awkward position? I have made you 

lord of the manor. Quill, you are rich.”
Quill sat back down and raised his brows. “So I am.”
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SECRET PASSAGES

“You are rich,” said Chaba. The monkey doll perched on a 
windowsill of the second master bedroom, previously occupied by 
Maxillion, who had departed on his journey moments ago. He looked 
out at the blighted orchard as the orange sun set over the distant 
woodland hills. 

“Yes,” said Quill, sitting on the end of the large four-poster 
bed, staring through the dark wood paneling of the wall as if he saw 
some strange enchanted world beyond.

“It is what you always dreamed of.”
“I suppose. But I had expected to find my fortune by chance 

on some adventure. Or through business investments after charging a 
series of exorbitant fees for my services. Or by marrying into wealth.”

“From the way you have spoken in the past, that last method 
seemed to be the one you most preferred. You wished not only to 
be wealthy, but also to win the hand of a beautiful maid, thereby 
capturing two birds with one net. Now instead, you will be the bird 
dodging the nets of calculating women.”

Quill scowled at Chaba. “I wished to marry for both money 
and love. I am not a cold-hearted opportunist.”

“You are a warm-hearted one.”
“Precisely.”
“Your brother seemed most eager to be away before nightfall.”
“Yes, he tried to mask it, but something was making him 

nervous,” said Quill. He walked to the window and stared out at 
the road leading south from the mansion. “I feel he was keeping 
something from me. But I have enough experience with legal 
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documents. The requisite papers were signed and everything seemed 
to be in order.”

“And now, what is our plan?” asked Chaba. “You have no 
pressing contract to fulfill in Aquilon. We are at the beginning of the 
month, so rent is no concern. Shall we stay here for a time? Do you 
intend to return to Aquilon at all?”

“There is much to do here, in any case. But I cannot imagine 
leaving Aquilon to live here for the present. My whole life is there: 
my business contacts, associates, friends...”

“Friends?”
Quill twisted his mouth at the monkey doll. Then he glanced 

at the ruined orchard and sighed.  “And I would miss the sea. We will 
take things one step at a time.”

“And the next step?”
“First I must see to Arrow. Then I will take you on a tour of 

the house while there is still light.”
Quill took Arrow to the stables. Apparently, the horses taken 

by Maxillion were the only animals he had still owned, for the stables 
were empty.

“He has taken or sold everything but the grain,” said Quill 
aloud, shaking his head. He patted Arrow on the side. “You must 
keep yourself company for now, old friend.” He put Arrow in a stall, 
stroked his neck, and made sure he had plenty of feed and water. As 
he returned to the house, he glanced again with dismay at the blighted 
orchard. He had spent much of his childhood pretending to be a hero 
in imaginary adventures there, when not shut up in this room, lost 
in the imaginary adventures of some book. The real adventures of his 
adult life had turned out less rewarding in terms of wealth and fame, 
more harrowing, and not nearly as straightforward. And some jobs had 
made him feel almost more the villain than the hero. 

He entered the house, locked the door against the coming 
night, lit a portable lamp, and returned to the bedroom upstairs. 
Chaba scurried up to his favorite place atop Quill’s shoulder, and 
Quill proceeded down the hall, opening each door he encountered 
and describing the purpose of the rooms to his monkey doll friend.

“My father designed this house himself, and he was eccentric, 
even in his youth. It is an odd place, often devoid of right angles, 
and filled with unexpected turns. There are even a couple of secret 
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passages that thrilled me when I was a boy.”
“What was the purpose of building those?” asked Chaba.
“Laziness,” said Quill. My father wanted to go from one part 

of the house to another as quickly as possible, and without being seen 
by my mother. He was also a very private, nay, secretive man.”

“Indeed,” said Chaba. “When he built a secret family treasure 
vault and kept its knowledge from one of his sons.”

Quill stopped and cried out.
“What is wrong?” asked Chaba, alarmed.
“The secret family treasure vault that Maxillon mentioned. I 

forgot to ask him its location!”
“It is a large mansion, but it is not a castle. Surely we can find 

it.”
“I lived for almost twenty years in this house without ever 

hearing of it. I thought I had searched every nook and cranny, except 
for my mother and father’s bedroom, and my father’s study. Both 
rooms were forbidden to me.”

“Then that is where we should start,” said Chaba.
“A good idea.” Quill sighed. “But despite my brother’s 

strange recent display of affection, judging by the amount of baggage 
on the two extra horses he took, I doubt there is a single tarnished 
jewel left in this alleged vault. But now I find myself growing faint 
with hunger. We will begin our search after I locate the roast fowl in 
the kitchen and a choice bottle of wine in the cellar. My father kept it 
well-stocked.”

Quill went downstairs to the kitchen, pulled the fowl from 
the cold storage, and sat at a table. “Ah, I forgot the wine. I am too 
weary to go into the cellar. Chaba, fetch the bottle of Marniak from 
the study. Out the door, down the hall, first left and then the second 
door to the left. And be careful, every drop is priceless.”

Chaba soon returned carrying the bottle of brandy over his 
shoulder. Quill paused in his meal, poured a small glass, and after 
taking a long sip, continued consuming the roast fowl with renewed 
gusto.

Chaba sat on the table across from him, staring with his 
button eyes. “Sadly, I cannot join you.”

“But neither do you suffer hunger or thirst,” said Quill with 
his mouth full. “An even trade.”
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“It does not seem so every time I hear you slurping, moaning, 
and smacking your lips.”

Quill pointed a drumstick at his little companion. “Do not make 
it sound thus. I am a gourmet, not a glutton.” Quill burped.

“It is a fine line between them,” said Chaba.

After the meal, Quill lit lamps in the foyer and along the 
way up the stairs to the master bedroom on the second floor that had 
belonged to his father and mother. Chaba noticed that the paintings 
hanging on the wall along the stairway depicted mostly gloomy forest 
scenes and ornate abandoned tombs, usually beside a tumultuous sea.

“Your father’s taste in paintings leaned toward brooding 
naturalism and morbid melancholy.”

Quill nodded. “As a child, I found them magical. Now they 
seem depressing.”

“I suppose they are rather haunting,” said Chaba.
Quill froze on the middle of the staircase and tilted his head. 

“Did you hear that?”
“I thought perhaps it was your stomach,” replied Chaba.
“Stomachs make such sounds when they are empty, not full,” 

said Quill. “Then you did hear it?”
“Yes,” replied Chaba. “I do not think it was the stairs. It 

seemed deeper, and as if it came from much lower down.”
“How would you describe it?” asked Quill.
“I would use the very word I spoke while the sound 

happened. Haunting.”
Quill grimaced. “An undesirable word, considering that I will 

be spending the night here. I meant for you to be more descriptive, to 
see if we heard the same thing.”

“Well, I am no Lariff Botch,” said Chaba. “But I suppose I 
would describe it as either the hungry groan of an enormous throat, 
or the sound of a large imperfect bell just after it had been struck 
with a soft mallet.”

 Quill nodded. “I thought I knew the sounds of this house. 
That one is not familiar.”

“Time has passed. The house and the land have changed.”
Quill listened a moment more before continuing up the 

stairs. “Perhaps the blotch I saw running down the outside wall 
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signifies a severe inner fault. Considering that my brother gave me 
this mansion, I would not be surprised to wake in the morning and 
find that it has split in half.”

He hesitated outside the door of the bedroom.
“Even now, I feel strange intruding upon this room,” said 

Quill.
He grasped the brass doorknob and opened the door. The 

enormous bedroom had a high ceiling, and was a trifle larger than 
Maxillion’s. It was hexagonal in shape with the bed in the center, 
unlike the second master bedroom where the head of the bed rested 
against a wall. The room was lit by the pale violet gloom of twilight 
coming from two tall narrow windows. Many pieces of furniture—
chests of drawers, tables, chairs, and statuary— surrounded the bed. 
On the walls were the stuffed heads of a deer, a wolf, and a large wild 
cat.

Quill went to the hearth and lit the two candles on the mantle.
“How could one sleep with such things on the wall?” asked 

Chaba.
“You are referring to...?”
“The animal heads, each frozen in a death rictus. It is the last 

thing I would wish to see before shutting my eyes and nodding off.”
“But you do not sleep.”
“No,” agreed Chaba. “My mind drifts off into ambiguous 

zones of non-thought, but not exactly sleep. And of course I have no 
eyelids to shut. But you see my point.”

“Yes. As you have already seen, my father’s tastes sometimes 
veered towards the macabre. And he was an enthusiastic hunter.”

“And your mother slept here?” asked Chaba.
“Not for long. But it was not the animal heads that chased 

her away. Father moved those in after her death.”
“Ah. Another delightful bit of family history.”
Quill wrinkled his nose. “The room makes me 

uncomfortable. Let us search quickly for hidden passages.”
They searched the walls for outlines of doors, behind 

curtains, in the closet, and even under the bed. Chaba climbed up to 
the top of statues and viewed things from above.

“Odd,” said Quill. “It would seem logical that father would 
want to sneak in and out of his own bedroom.”
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“Logic and your family have little in common. If there is a 
secret door here, it is well hidden.”

Quill rubbed his chin. “Perhaps its opening is triggered by a 
mechanism. Say, the deer’s antlers.”

“Far out of reach, and less than convenient for a man you 
accuse of laziness.”

“True.” Quill glanced at the room’s various furnishings. His 
eyes stopped at the full-length mirror upon one of the walls. “Father 
was never overly concerned with his appearance in his later years. In 
fact, he hated being reminded of time’s passing. I am surprised he did 
not remove this mirror when Mother abandoned the room.”

Quill walked up to the mirror. He tried to move it, but then 
shook his head.

“It is heavy and secured solidly to the wall,” said Quill.
“Very solidly. It did not appear to budge at all,” said Chaba, 

scurrying over and climbing up to Quill’s shoulder.
“Your point?” asked Quill.
Chaba paused. “Surely your father was not so ingenious as 

to... Did he have much free time?”
“More than he knew what to do with,” answered Quill.
“And an eccentric architectural imagination,” said Chaba.
“Chaba, must I play twenty questions or will you speak what 

is in your mind?”
“Push firmly against the mirror.”
Quill pushed against the mirror with one hand. A click was 

heard, and the door-like mirror swung slowly outward, revealing a 
dark space beyond the wall.

“Surely not!” said Quill.
“Ingenious,” said Chaba. “Are you sure he was your father?”
“Of course,” said Quill. “Why?” Then his eyes narrowed and 

he swatted the monkey doll off his shoulder. Chaba laughed as he 
tumbled to the ground, then leapt back onto Quill, scurried up his 
side, and back to his other shoulder like a returning flea.

Quill shook his head. Then he took his lamp and stepped 
into the darkness. A narrow staircase led downward. He descended. 
They soon came to a small landing with a doorknob. The steps turned 
and continued down. Quill grabbed the knob, turned it, and pushed 
inward.
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They found themselves in a chamber with windows facing 
the pond. Through the panes, dark violet now showed the autumn’s 
early evening. Inside the room were two desks, a chair, and a sofa. 
The walls were lined with shelves full of books. “Father’s study,” said 
Quill. “As I suspected. He sometimes appeared here as if by magic. 
For a time, I actually thought he was a secret sorcerer.”

“Perhaps he was.” Chaba gazed around the room. He 
motioned Quill to move the lamp near the bookshelves. “I am 
surprised your brother took none of the books. It seems to be a fine 
collection.”

Quill shrugged. “Maxillion was not much of a reader. His 
concerns were ever of commerce. And most books are worth little in 
strictly financial terms. There will be ample time to peruse this library. 
Come, let us see where the stairs end.”

They continued down for a longer time than before until the 
stairwell ended at another door.

“We must be below ground level by now,” said Quill. He 
turned the knob and pushed the door open.

“The wine cellar,” said Quill, with a touch of awe to his voice. 
He stared about with wide eyes. “I have not seen it since I left home. 
Now this place, of all places, held a sense of mystery, wonder, and 
even terror for me as a child. I feared to come here alone, yet was 
drawn to it.”

As Quill moved into the room and held up the lamp, the 
large size of the chamber could be seen: a long room with twelve-foot 
ceilings, full of wine racks that were less than a quarter stocked.

Quill sighed and pursed his lips as he walked between 
the racks. “As an adult, much of the wonder fades, along with the 
inventory. Maxillion and father seem to have drunk the cellar almost 
dry. No doubt they left me a few bargain wines.”

“Perhaps I can bring back some of the wonder, mystery, and 
even terror. It is likely that this is where the strange sound came 
from. I was sure it was from deeper in the ground than the first floor.”

Quill snorted, his mind consumed with nothing but his 
losses. “Perhaps ghosts drank all the wine.”

“Forget the wine,” said Chaba. “Note the dusty floor near the 
far wall, recently disturbed by footsteps and other markings.”

Quill moved to the back wall and examined the floor. “You 
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are correct. Strange. Some of the prints seem to go right through the 
wall. But surely ghosts don’t leave footprints.”

“That may or may not be,” said Chaba. “I am not thinking of 
ghosts. I am thinking of your brother.”

Quill’s eyes widened. “The treasure room!”
“Exactly,” said Chaba.
Quill moved the lamp back and forth near the wall. “I see no 

outline of a door or anything that might open one.”
“Shine the light on the bottles on that rack nearby,” said 

Chaba, pointing.
Quill did so.
“There!” said Chaba.
“I see it!” said Quill. All of the bottles were covered with 

dust. The last one on the second row from the top had the marks of 
a hand upon it. Quill grabbed the neck of the bottle and pulled it 
toward him. It resisted. He pulled harder until it rose an inch, felt a 
slight give, and then lowered it back in its slot. They heard a grating 
noise as part of the wall swung outward to reveal a dark rectangle.

“We have found it!” exclaimed Quill.
“Yes, we have,” said Chaba. “Your father was a clever architect 

and engineer.”
“But was he generous? We shall soon see,” said Quill.
“It is your brother that is in question here.”
Quill growled at the truth of Chaba’s statement. He held the 

lamp aloft, took a deep breath, and stepped into the darkness of the 
room.
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A SINGLE BUTTON

The room was about fifteen feet square, with bare stone walls, 
ceiling, and floor. And, except for a few stray copper coins, a broken 
vase, and a rectangle of paper, it was full of nothing but air.

For a moment, Quill only gaped. Then he cried out as if he 
had been stabbed. “In the end, I will be fortunate if the property does 
not end up costing me money.” Suddenly he laughed.

Chaba glanced at him in alarm.
Quill set the lantern down and began pacing around the 

chamber, waving his hands, creating a macabre gangly shadow puppet 
of himself on the walls. “Behold the treasure room of Quantillion 
Quill! As empty as my brother’s words!”

 Then Quill made a few choice observations about his 
older brother, his screams and curses reverberating between blank 
walls of the chamber. He stomped on the broken pottery, crushing 
it to tiny fragments. Approximately ten minutes later, as his verbal 
tirade subsided only due to exhaustion and a hoarse throat, Chaba 
spoke.

“If this room had been full, it would take more than a couple 
of horses and saddlebags to carry all the treasure away.”

Quill slumped to the floor, sitting with his back against one 
wall. He shook his head, though he knew not if that was a refusal 
to accept the present situation or his entire life. “I begin to doubt 
my brother’s story about traveling to find his soul. No doubt his 
soul is residing at some other property where the rest of the goods 
were shipped days before my arrival. He was wise to give me no 
forwarding address.”
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Chaba hopped off Quill’s shoulder and over to the rectangle 
of paper.  He retrieved it and offered it to Quill.

“What is it?” asked Quill, only staring at the floor.
“An envelope,” said Chaba.
Quill sighed.
“I believe it may be for you,” said Chaba.
“Why?”
“Because it says For Quill on the envelope.”
Quill sighed again, as if he had just learned the most world-

wearying news that had ever been spoken.
When Quill still did not take it from him, the monkey doll 

shook it. “I believe there is something inside.”
“Perhaps a treasure chest full of gold,” said Quill in the voice 

of a dead man.
Finally, Chaba leapt up onto Quill’s shoulder and hit him 

over the head with the envelope.
Quilll growled and swung out at Chaba, but the monkey 

doll leapt out of his reach. “Shall I open it for you?” asked Chaba. 
“Or have you decided to end your life due to the great misfortune 
Life has handed you by giving you a mansion surrounded by a vast 
property?”

Quill pursed his lips. “Your sermon is received and 
understood, if not liked. Open it.”

Chaba tore open the envelope and pulled forth a piece of 
paper and a small shining object. He scanned the paper for a moment 
and then spoke. “It is from your brother. It reads:

Quill,

I have estimated the contents of the treasure room to be about 
equal in value to the house and land, and thus we are equally compensated 
for the tragic loss of our sire. Only one thing from this room Father wished 
to bequeath to you, though I know not why, nor would he say. It is this 
bronze button. Father made me promise to give this to you, and now 
writes a note below:

“The following writing is definitely in a different hand,” said 
Chaba. “And clearly less steady.”
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“Let me see,” said Quill, sitting up.
Chaba handed him the letter. He recognized his father’s 

handwriting. The bottom note read:

Dear Quill,

Wear this on all your adventures, buttoning your waistcoat tightly 
against cold and peril, and thus remember me.”

The note then continued in Maxillion’s handwriting.

“I shall not be returning home soon if ever at all. May fortune 
smile on both of us, my brother.

Sincerely,
Maxillion

“And here it is,” said Chaba. He handed Quill the button.
Quill held it close to the lamplight. “A bronze button,” said 

Quill, blankly.
Chaba moved closer. “Rather plain looking, but certainly an 

antique.”
“Tarnished does not mean ‘antique.’ I estimate it is hardly 

worth more than the coppers left upon the floor.”
“You are no expert,” replied Chaba.
Quill gave the monkey doll a dubious look.
“Very well,” said Chaba. “I agree, it does not look very 

refined. But it does look very old.”
“Old does not mean valuable,” said Quill.
“It obviously had some value to your father, some 

significance. Anyway, it was a symbolic gesture. It is clear that he did 
in some way care for you and wish you well.”

Quill stared silently at the button for a moment and felt 
overcome with confused emotions. He gritted his teeth to avoid an 
emotional display in front of Chaba.

Finally, he was able to speak again with control. “Perhaps.” 
Quill fingered his vest. “Coincidentally, I did recently lose my top 
button. A useful little joke by the gods, perhaps.”
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“There is an old saying,” said Chaba. “You cannot always get 
what you want; but if you try, sometimes you just might find that you 
will get what you need.”

Quill nodded his head briefly and frowned. “Chaba.”
“Yes?”
“That is undoubtedly the most idiotic thing I have ever heard 

you utter.”
Quill rose and exited the room. Chaba leapt out just in time 

as Quill pushed the door of the empty treasure room closed.
“No,” muttered Chaba. “That would be when I said ‘Yes’ to 

being your companion.”
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DREAMS OF WINTER

“We will search the rest of the cellar,” said Quill, “just in case 
there is a second treasure room full of gold and jewels and priceless 
art and naked dancing girls.”

“Try not to become cynical,” said Chaba.
“Worry not, for it takes little effort,” said Quill.
They searched for another hour and found no other secret 

doors. Covered in dust, they returned upstairs. Despite Chaba’s 
protestations, Quill beat the dust from the monkey doll with his 
bare hands, being as gentle as possible. Then he heated water in the 
main fireplace and took a bath in the first floor bathroom. Afterward, 
exhaustion from travel and the day’s strange events overtook him. 
He found one of his father’s sleeping gowns and retired to his 
brother’s bedchamber. Unlike his father’s bedroom, this one was more 
traditional, rectangular in shape, containing a four-poster bed and 
beddings, an empty chest of drawers and mirror, a coat hanger, and 
a single leather chair; it was devoid of the strange furnishings that 
characterized his father’s room.

Quill extinguished the lamp and crawled into bed, but found 
his mind too active with questions and concerns to sleep. After a 
time, he rose, re-lit the lamp, retrieved his vest, and sewed onto the 
vest opposite the top slot the bronze button his father had left him. 
Chaba sat on the end of the bed, staring at Quill with his glinting 
button eyes, and spoke.

“A mystery remains. If we may assume that your brother did 
not act out of the kindness of his heart—”

“We may,” added Quill.
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“Then why did he leave the house to you?”
“The question has been trapped in the corridors of my mind. 

Despite the blight on the trees and the general disorder, the house 
and lands still hold substantial value. Even if he did discover some 
major structural damage to the house, such as might be indicated 
by the black crack in the outside wall—which I will have inspected 
by an expert at the first opportunity—the land itself is nonetheless 
worth much.”

“Perhaps it is related to the sound we heard,” suggested 
Chaba.

As if on cue, the wind began to howl outside, and the doors 
to the balcony rattled. Quill rose, put on his slippers, and opened the 
doors. He shut his eyes as the wind rushed across his face, blowing 
back his brown hair and the back of his nightgown. He stepped out 
onto the balcony and squinted against the wind. Violet light flashed 
in the distance above the distant tree line, and darkness masked the 
stars in that direction.

“A storm approaches,” said Quill. He shivered from the 
chill, went inside, and shut the balcony doors. Then he kicked off 
his slippers, climbed into the large bed, and pulled the covers up to 
his neck. Just before he put out the lamp, the last thing he saw was 
Chaba standing by the doors staring out at the storm.

Quill dreamt of a land of endless winter. Hills covered in 
a soft blanket of snow rolled out in every direction. The sun was a 
glowing spot in the sky, shimmering through a veil of dull lavender. 
The subtle light cast pale shadows from the dark trees, whose arms 
stretched out with curled raven claws. In the distance, a mountain 
rose up behind the hills, snow-covered like an empress in a royal 
cloak. All was silent and still. Quill did not feel the chill. He felt 
only a longing for the cold open spaces, a desire to learn the secret 
silent language of winter, an urge to join with the eternal stillness of 
the scene before him. Then he heard a distant sound. It drew nearer, 
and he recognized the voice of a woman singing a strange wordless 
melody. A moment later, the woman glided between the trees toward 
him, and her bare feet left no print on the virgin snow. She was nude, 
with skin so wan it was nearly mauve. Her white hair flowed behind 
her like a flurry. Quill felt that she personified the scene around him, 
and all of his longing for winter was embodied in her. She smiled as 
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she drew near him and her intense gaze shot toward him like icicles 
from silver eyes. Quill floated toward her as she opened her arms to 
embrace him.

For a moment he thought that she was tugging on his left 
ear with her mouth, and then he opened his eyes to see Chaba’s 
button eyes staring into his face. Quill was momentarily startled, as 
he often was when waking to see Chaba in the middle of the night. 
Despite their long association, the monkey doll’s unreal appearance 
was sometimes still unsettling.

“What?” asked Quill. “What is it?”
“I have heard strange sounds,” replied Chaba.
Quill blinked his eyes, adjusting himself to the surroundings 

of his brother’s bedroom, which seemed stranger and somehow less 
desirable than the winter scene that still lingered in his mind like 
a lost love. Quill felt intense irritation at having been pulled from 
that beautiful silence and stillness. Then he remembered the woman 
at the end of the dream that had been taken from him by this rude 
awakening.

“What sounds?” asked Quill in a sharp voice.
“Hard to describe,” said Chaba. “Not the sound we heard 

earlier. This was unlike anything I have heard before.”
“And for this you wake me? For this you tug upon my ear as 

if I were a misbehaving cur?”
“I simply thought—”
“You did not think or you would have left me to my peaceful 

slumber. Will I be awakened for every creak, click, and clatter? The 
house is old. It makes sounds. Now, let me sleep, for I have traveled 
long!”

“And I have not?” countered Chaba.
“You are not a man. You are a monkey doll, barely alive. Do 

you tire?”
“Only of you,” grumbled Chaba, as Quill turned with a huff 

and pulled the covers over him again. Chaba was used to trading 
barbs with Quill, but this tirade was surprisingly harsh, even for him. 
Chaba put it down to Quill’s half-awake state and wandered down to 
the foot of the bed where he listened for further inexplicable sounds.

Quill noticed a strange violet glow to the sky coming 
through the balcony doors right before he closed his eyes. His 



ROBERT ZOLTAN

34

irritation finally eased and he drifted back to sleep. But as much 
as he had desired it, he did not return to the winter scene. Instead, 
he dreamt of a man-sized Chaba chasing after him through the 
mansion, uttering incoherent words as Quill searched desperately for 
something that he could not recall.

When Quill next awoke, the light of morning filled his eyes. 
He blinked and sat up in bed. Chaba was standing at the balcony 
doors.

“It has snowed,” said Chaba.
“Snowed?” asked Quill, rubbing the sleep from his eyes and 

yawning. “Nonsense. It is early autumn, still the month of the Crow.” 
But Quill could feel that the temperature had dropped significantly.

“Nevertheless,” said Chaba.
Quill slipped on his house shoes and robe and stumbled over 

to the balcony. A shining white blanket covered the orchard and the 
hills beyond. Quill furrowed his brows.

“As far as I know, this is unprecedented,” said Quill.
“Yes, something of an aberration,” said Chaba.
Quill yawned again. “Well, anything to cover the blighted 

land and trees is an improvement.” Suddenly Quill remembered 
his earlier dream. “Chaba, I dreamt of a snow-covered land! And...” 
He stopped short of mentioning the pale woman, reluctant to leave 
himself open to Chaba’s teasing.

“Indeed?” said Chaba. “Hmm. A prescient dream, strange 
sounds in the night, and an aberration of nature. Peculiar. Possibly 
connected?”

Quill’s stomach gurgled. “I know only that the sound in 
my stomach is connected to the fact that I am hungry. If the world 
is to end, I will not face it till after breakfast. Come, we must light 
some fires in the hearths. Then, after I have eaten, I wish to see this 
wonderland of winter up close.”

After completing his toilet, lighting a fire, and consuming 
breakfast, Quill dressed and put on his father’s cloak, which, though 
well-worn, was still his warmest. Then, with Chaba on his shoulder, 
he went for a walk in the snow.

“It is peaceful,” said Quill. And it was almost as silent as the 
winter land of his dream. Even the tiny birds that flitted among the 
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branches seemed to make little sound. “If the land was always thus, 
perhaps I would not mind living here.”

“I admit the snow-covered land has a certain beauty, but 
I find that an odd statement coming from you. You have never 
been overly fond of winter or the cold. In fact, only a few days ago 
you mentioned your preference for the more temperate clime of 
the region of Klove to the south, and the weather in Aquilon in 
particular as one of the reasons for living there.” After Quill did not 
answer, Chaba glanced at him. Quill seemed barely to be listening.

Finally Quill shrugged his shoulders. “A man can change his 
mind about such things. After the rat-a-tat cacophony of know-it-all 
city dwellers, the silent snow has an unspoken wisdom. I feel it is a 
healing balm to the mind.” Quill stopped in his stride as they reached 
the top of a hill and the edge of the forest. He sighed as he gazed out 
along the tree line. The beautiful silver-gray fingers of living wood 
etched lines against the sky, the moist leaves shone like jewels in the 
sun. He almost expected the pale violet woman to come gliding over 
the wintry carpet toward him with her white hair flowing back and 
her silver eyes glinting from unseen northern lights.

“Quill?” asked Chaba.
“What?”
“I asked if you intend to sell the property,” said Chaba.
“I had intended to do so,” replied Quill. “But now, I am not 

so sure.” Quill gazed around at the sparkling snow crystals.
“What changed your mind?” asked Chaba.
“The snow,” said Quill.
“The snow?” asked Chaba. “A dubious reason. You continue 

to puzzle me. Despite this early snowfall, we are in Corandor, not 
Skar or the Northern Barrens. Surely the season for snow does not 
last more than a month or two.”

“But think if it snowed all year. That would be beautiful indeed.”
Chaba stared at Quill. The man’s face had a faraway look and 

the subtle smile of a simpleton. Had Chaba brows, he would have 
furrowed them. “Is this the same man that complains if the weather 
in Aquilon forces him to wear a cloak?

Quill gave no response, as if he had not even heard, as if his 
mind were covered in a snowdrift. He strode back to the house at a 
leisurely pace, humming a strange tune.
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“What is that tune?” asked Chaba.
“What tune?”
“The tune you were humming just now.”
“I was humming?”
“Yes.”
“Hmm,” said Quill. “I am not sure.”
Chaba shook his head, and wondered if Quill’s sudden 

change in fortune had affected his mind. But that did not explain 
the freakishly unseasonable snow. Nor did it explain Quill’s prescient 
dream, unless Quill had only imagined that he had dreamt about 
snow after he saw it covering the property when he awoke. But it also 
did not explain the weird sounds Chaba had heard in the mansion.

Quill felt reluctant to return inside the house, but finally did, 
and spent the afternoon cleaning up the clutter Maxillion had left 
behind. But whenever he passed a window, he paused to gaze out, and 
felt a desire to leave everything and wander back out into that cold, 
quiet, white world.

Later, he caught himself humming a tune he did not 
recognize. It was simple but haunting, as if containing secret unheard 
depths within its melody. As he was dusting the mantle of one of the 
fireplaces, he suddenly remembered where he had heard it.

“Ah!” he said to himself. “She was singing it.”
“Who?” asked Chaba from atop a nearby table.
Quill turned to Chaba, as if surprised to see him. “Oh. The 

woman in my dream.”
“What dream?” asked Chaba.
“The dream of silent snow. The only sound was her singing.”
“Who was she?” asked Chaba.
“I don’t know,” said Quill. “Just a dream woman, I suppose. 

She had skin of a pale violet pallor, and ran naked across the snow 
without leaving a mark.”

“Apart from the fact that there was a naked woman, it does 
not sound like a typical dream for you.”

“No, I...very funny, Chaba. I do not often dream of naked 
women. Especially not ones with pale violet skin that glide atop 
snow.”

“It has been a strange night and day,” said Chaba.
“I am sure that tonight will be a usual night, and tomorrow 
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shall reveal the world to be as it always was, apart from some extra 
snow.”

“We shall see,” said Chaba, feeling a certain apprehension 
that he would again hear the strange sounds in the night.
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UNSETTLING

That night, Quill found himself again in the winter 
dreamworld. He floated above forests and hills blanketed with 
snow, across valleys where white drifts blew like ocean waves, over 
vast bodies of water now turned to ice. He approached a mountain 
with blue-black snow-capped crags rising up stark against the pale 
sky. A palace of stone and crystal and blue ice was built into the 
foot of the mountain. He passed inside, entering a white-blanketed 
courtyard. He heard the strange song sung by a woman’s voice again, 
and through an archway, the pale violet woman drifted across the 
snow on the wind. This time she wore a white cloak and a dress that 
shimmered with diamonds or ice in the sun’s jewel-filtered radiance. 
She smiled, stretched out her arms toward Quill, and wrapped him in 
her embrace. Her diamond eyes pierced Quill’s heart. She moved her 
violet lips toward his.

Quill awoke with a jerk, as if some sound had alarmed him. 
He was startled again by the sight of Chaba sitting on the pillow 
next to him.

“You sleep soundly,” said Chaba. “I thought I would have 
to pull your nose off to wake you. I believe I have discovered why 
Maxillion abandoned the house. The strange sounds have reoccurred. 
I can only describe them as indescribable. Correction. I could also use 
the adjective unsettling.”

Quill listened with his eyes closed. After a few moments, he 
sighed and squinted at Chaba’s dim form.

“Again you disturb my blissful slumber needlessly. Since 
either your imagination or your vocabulary is temporarily challenged, 
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let me describe these indescribable sounds to you: the wind rattles 
the balcony doors; leaves and branches rustle and clatter against the 
house; distant thunder rumbles.”

And so they did, for last night’s storm had returned.
Suddenly, another sound came from somewhere deep below, 

as if from beneath the house. As Chaba had noted, the sound was 
indescribable. But if it could have been described, it would have 
sounded like a sea monster being strangled by a giant anchor chain. 
But being indescribable, it didn’t really sound like that.

“And how would you describe that sound?” asked Chaba.
Quill’s eyes widened as he sat up. “Unsettling.”
“Or perhaps the opposite?” suggested Chaba, though he 

sounded dubious. “Perhaps the house only settles as you suggested.”
“Perhaps, if it settles into the bowels of hell,” said Quill. He 

was further disturbed to note Chaba scooting to the edge of the wall 
of covers as if for protection. Perhaps because Chaba tended toward 
extreme rationality or perhaps because he lived only a kind of half-
life, the monkey doll was not easily frightened.

The sound repeated, though its timbre had slightly changed 
and its volume increased.

Quill’s eyes widened further. “That sound has been occurring 
for some time?” A violet flash through the balcony doors lit up the 
bedroom. Even the relative emptiness of the room took on a macabre 
aspect.

“For the last hour I have heard some variation of it and other 
sounds, distant sounds, best described as unintelligible mutterings 
and unnatural perturbations.”

“I will light a lamp and you can go investigate,” said Quill. 
“Report back what you find.” But Quill only sat frozen still.

“I? I who have trouble opening a door? It is your house. You 
go!”

Quill snarled. “We shall both go.” He climbed from bed and 
put on his slippers. “I will not be frightened in my own house as if I 
were still a child.”

Quill put on a robe, lit a lamp, and walked downstairs with 
Chaba on his shoulder. The lamp created a golden sphere of light 
that revealed only what fell within its ten-foot radiance. He squinted 
down into the shadows over the railing to his right, and trod as 
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lightly as possible, listening for any peculiar sound. He heard only 
his own soft footfalls, and the occasional rushing sound or the slight 
clatter of a window caused by the growing gale outside. When he 
reached the bottom of the stairs, he made his way across the large 
hall toward the kitchen.

“This is no time to appease your late night hunger,” said 
Chaba.

“I am not going to eat, you imbecile! I am going to retrieve 
my sword.”

“Ah,” said Chaba.
“Besides,” said Quill, as he found his sheath and drew his 

slender sword. “The quickest way to the wine cellar is through here. 
And the sounds seemed to be coming from some lower part of the 
house.” He moved to the rear of the kitchen and opened a door near 
a back exit leading outside. The lamplight showed stairs going down. 
Quill descended.

The walls of the stairwell and the steps were stone. Quill 
wound down until he came to a landing that split in two directions.

“I do not remember this,” said Quill with a frown.
“How could you forget such a thing?” asked Chaba.
“I told you that I seldom went down to the cellar. My father 

brought me this way only a couple of times. That was over two 
decades ago.”

After deliberating for a short time, Quill took the right 
branch. It was level and continued straight on for a space. They came 
to stairs leading down on their left, while the level corridor continued 
forward. Quill stopped again, staring in either direction with a frown.

“Surely the wine cellar is further down,” said Chaba.
“True,” said Quill. “But is this not an investigation? We do 

not know from whence the sound originates.”
“You are correct,” said Chaba. “Go either way. We shall 

explore all avenues until they are exhausted and yield nothing or until 
the mystery is solved.”

Quill nodded and took the level way.
“You were right,” said Chaba. “The architecture of this house 

is odd, unnecessarily intricate and secretive.”
“It reflects my father’s mind,” said Quill.
The corridor continued for a short time before they reached 



ROBERT ZOLTAN

42

stairs going up. Quill ascended and came to a door with no handle. 
He pushed upon it and it swung slowly inward. Before him was only 
darkness, but then he realized that it was a dark tapestry or curtain. 
He nudged it with his sword, found a partition, and stepped through.

A ferocious beastly face glared at Quill. He cried out, leapt 
back, and slashed at it with his sword. Then he held the lamp before 
him, prepared to strike again.

“Congratulations,” said Chaba. “You have killed it. Again.”
On the wall just above Quill was the stuffed head of a wolf, 

whose ear had been shorn off by Quill’s blade.
Quill sighed in relief and looked around. They were in a 

medium-sized chamber with bookshelves, a globe, several chairs, and 
a settee.

Quill’s brows furrowed. “This is a study on the other side of 
the house. I think.”

“I have never understood,” said Chaba, “why people desire 
to live in a dwelling so large that they can get lost and even forget 
the existence of rooms. Perhaps they are seeking to escape from 
themselves.”

“Or other family members,” said Quill.
He stepped back through the curtain and down the stairs. 

When he came to the side stairway on his right, he hesitated, and then 
descended. After about two-dozen steps, they came into a large low 
chamber made of stone. Several deep low alcoves had been carved into 
the walls. A few were empty, but three held coffins made of brass and 
wood. Above the alcoves were metal plaques engraved with letters.

“This is not the wine cellar,” said Chaba.
“No,” said Quill. “The family crypt. And there,” he gestured 

with his sword, “lies my recently departed father.”
Suddenly, the strange moaning, groaning, twisting sound 

they had heard before rose as if from the stone around them. Quill 
flinched back and held up his sword, staring with wide eyes at his 
father’s coffin.

“Please tell me the sound is not coming from my father’s 
coffin,” said Quill.

“Perhaps he forgot to tell you something,” said Chaba.
Quill moved closer to his father’s tomb, listening closely. “It 

does not seem louder as I draw near.”
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“No,” said Chaba, “The sound seems to be coming through 
the walls.”

Quill hurried back up the stairs. He stopped at the top, 
looking both toward the study they had left, and to the right from 
where they had originally come.

“To the right must be the wine cellar,” said Chaba.
“I am not sure I wish to investigate further tonight,” said 

Quill.
“Very well,” said Chaba. “But whatever haunts this place will 

not retire simply because you do. However, if it decides to visit your 
bedchamber, I will do my best to wake you up before it is too late.”

Quill grimaced and made great effort to pull his feet up from 
the floor. He went right down the passage, back to the other set of 
stairs going down. The sound ceased as Quill began his descent down 
the new stairway.

“You see?” said Chaba. “It may be as afraid of you as you are 
of it.”

“It?” asked Quill.
“Only a term applied to something unknown. I am not 

implying that it is something intelligent.”
“A stupid ghost, perhaps?” asked Quill.
“That is not what I meant.”
Quill continued down. When they were almost at the 

bottom of the stairs, the sound erupted louder than they had heard it 
before, vast, groaning, and ominous.

Quill jerked to a stop, his back against one wall, his lamp and 
sword held before him.

“Your hands are shaking,” said Chaba.
“I only prepare myself for action,” said Quill.
Just as Quill took another step down, the same sound grew 

even louder and a new rushing noise, like the ocean trying to force its 
way through a small space was added. Suddenly, a strange flicker of 
ghostly light came from somewhere below.

Quill slowly backed up the stairs.
“What are you doing?” asked Chaba.
“Taking action,” replied Quill.
“The sound comes from below, not above.”
“And thus I move upwards,” said Quill.
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“Face your fear! You have done so before,” said Chaba.
“You only remind me of unpleasant times,” said Quill. “I will 

flee to fight another day.”
“There is nothing to fight,” said Chaba. “Therefore, why flee?”
Quill paused.
Suddenly, a reverberating savage cry as from the maw of a 

gigantic beast came from below, followed by the crash of wood and 
glass.

“Of course, I may be wrong,” said Chaba.
Quill bolted up the stairs. Having gained too much 

momentum on the way up, he underestimated the turn at the landing 
and crashed into the wall, knocking himself flat on his back, breaking 
and extinguishing the lamp, and dropping his sword with a clatter 
down the stairs. He rose with a yelp, scrambled up the stairs by feel, 
burst through the kitchen, knocked over a chair, and dashed across 
the hall and up the stairs to his brother’s bedroom. He slammed the 
door shut. But then he grimaced when he realized too late that such 
noise might give his location away, went back to the door, opened 
it, reclosed it again very quietly, and locked it. Then he leapt into 
bed, his slippers flying off in the process. With his back against the 
headboard, he pulled the covers up to his neck and stared at the door 
with wide eyes.

Chaba had stuck to him like a leech the entire time. Now 
the monkey doll dropped from Quill’s shoulder to hide behind the 
wall of covers himself, occasionally peeping out toward the bedroom 
door or the balcony doors to their left, which were being shaken by 
the gale outside. Chaba’s reaction intensified Quill’s fear, for he had 
seldom seen the monkey doll betray fear at all.

“What now?” asked Chaba.
“We will wait. Perhaps the sounds will go away. How long 

did they continue last night?”
“Nearly till dawn,” said Chaba. “But these are more 

pronounced, and different. And before you fled, there was that 
strange light, and a savage cry...”

One of the sounds below seemed to break off from the rest 
and grow either in volume or proximity.

“If I did not know better,” said Chaba, “I would say that 
sounds like something very large dragging itself up the stairs.”
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“But you do know better?” asked Quill.
“No, I do not,” replied Chaba.
A dull ambient glow from outdoors dimly illuminated the 

room, and violet lightning flashed every few seconds. The power 
of the wind increased, rattling the doors as if invisible phantoms 
were seeking egress. Suddenly the shambling sound grew in volume 
outside in the hallway until it reached the bedroom door. Then it 
stopped. A groaning creak was heard.

Quill squinted. It seemed to him that the bedroom door 
bent inward. Then a scraping sound could be heard, as of something 
moving methodically around the edges of the door.

“If I did not know better, and I do not,” said Chaba, peeping 
over the wall of covers, “I would say that something seeks entrance to 
this room.”

“Where is my sword?” asked Quill, his glance darting about 
as if he expected to see it on the bed.

“Were you not aware? You dropped it on the basement 
stairs,” said Chaba.

Quill cursed. The sound behind the door stopped.
Quill listened intently for several moments. “Perhaps it gave up.”
The lightning flashed into the room, and they saw the 

doorknob turning with a grinding sound.
Quill’s eyes bulged from his head. “Is the door locked?”
“It is,” said Chaba.
A metallic snap was heard.
“It was,” said Chaba.
The door swung inward.
Just then a terrific moan and rattle came from their left and 

the balcony doors were swung outward with a bang. Quill jerked in 
alarm, but it was only the storm. Wind swept in through the open 
doors and lightning flashed just as Quill turned back toward the 
bedroom door.

A gigantic anthropoid bulk, eight feet tall and five feet wide, 
whose skin was covered with mottled welts, leaned over the foot of 
the bed. Yellow eyes shined from caves under deepest craggy brows, 
black nostrils flared like tunnels to a netherworld, thick short horns 
curled tightly from its head, and curved teeth as long as a man’s 
fingers grinned or grimaced with a savage aspect.
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Quill and Chaba screamed. The sound was lost in a crash of 
thunder.
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TALE WITH NO END

The hideous troll frowned, hiding all but the tips of its tusklike 
incisors. Then it bowed, and spoke in a gravelly voice deep as a canyon.

“A thousand pardons for the intrusion, but I desperately need 
your help.”

Quill’s mouth was still hanging open. He tried to respond 
but all that came forth was a squeak. Chaba had buried himself 
beneath the covers.

“Are you well, Quill?” asked the creature. “You seem pale. 
Perhaps it is only an effect of this storm’s strange twilight.”

The ogre lumbered to the nightstand beside the bed. Quill 
shifted to the other side. The thing lit a lamp. “This is not a night 
to sit in the dark. Some enjoy storms, but I find the thunder and 
lightning frightening. Do you not?”

Quill’s voice quavered. “I fear little. I am simply disoriented 
by the deep sleep from which I just awoke.”

“I hope I did not wake you,” said the beast, looking 
concerned and remorseful.

“Not at all. It was the storm,” said Quill.
“Yes,” said the beast, walking over and shutting the balcony 

doors. “An unnatural storm, of whose source I am well aware.” 
It smiled. “I am discombobulated myself when first waking, and 
ashamed to admit that I am also sometimes in a sour mood. I will 
give you a moment to collect yourself.”

Chaba rose up from behind the covers. “Who are you?”
The troll flinched back and let out a yelp. “Ah! What manner 

of creature are you?”
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“The former familiar to Morbis the Mysticator, the greatest 
sorcerer in Plemora,” replied Chaba. “Or so I believe,” he added 
under his voice.

Quill sat upright, regaining his composure after seeing the 
creature’s reaction to Chaba, and its amiable behavior. He observed 
it in the lamplight. What skin was not covered by a thick leather 
tunic and kilt was of a dark reddish cast with unsightly blue welts. 
Its muscles gave it the appearance of a gnarled oak tree. Metal 
ornaments hung from piercings in its unshapely ears and its oversized 
nostrils. Its eyes glinted a sickly yellow. A large club hung from its 
belt. It was, by any standards of beauty known to Quill, hideous.

“Fear not,” said Quill. “My magical companion will only use 
his great powers if I am attacked.”

The creature seemed assured by this. “May I sit? I have come 
a long way to seek you out.”

“Of course,” said Quill.
The creature sat upon the floor a few feet from the bed. Even 

so, its face was above Quill’s.
“Ple-MORE-ah,” said the creature. “Is that the name of your 

land?”
“You come from another?” asked Chaba.
The beast nodded. “I am Gulk, of the Vulkaris. I come from a 

world called Vzan.”
“I am Chaba. And somehow, you seem to already know the 

identity of Quill.”
“Indeed, the name of Quill is well known. It rings out 

through the ages and across innumerable worlds as that of the 
greatest of heroes and adventurers.”

Quill sat up straighter, bolstered by this flattery. “Speak on, 
noble Gulk.”

“I have braved many dangers, and for weeks the Ladies of 
the Summer Wind have worked to open the magical portal through 
which I finally passed this very night.”

“Might this portal be located in my wine cellar, by any 
chance?” asked Quill.

“Wine cellar?” asked Gulk.
“The place with bottles beneath the ground level of my 

house,” said Quill.
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“Yes,” said Gulk, looking abashed. “I must apologize, 
for upon arriving through the portal, I crashed into a structure 
containing several bottles.”

Quill waved his hand to show it was of no consequence. “So, 
this would explain the strange sounds in the house.”

“Gulk said he has been trying to cross over for weeks,” noted 
Chaba. “If the sounds have been going on that long, this may explain 
your brother’s willingness to leave you the house and his eagerness to 
depart.”

Quill nodded. “Many mysteries are suddenly solved. Except 
for why you are here, Gulk.”

“I am here to find a Quill to help my world in its time of 
most dire need.”

Quill raised a brow. “A Quill?”
The creature nodded. “It is said there are as many Quills as 

there are worlds. But so great is Quill, we know that one will suffice.”
“Suffice for what?” asked Chaba.
“To save our world from forever winter,” said Gulk.
Quill rubbed his chin. “As you can guess, my services are 

in great demand. And unfortunately, I am presently engaged in 
important business matters, and thus unable to help you at this time.”

Gulk frowned. “That is most unfortunate indeed. For I fear 
your world is next.”

“Next?” asked Quill. “Next for what?”
“To be covered in endless ice and snow, forever. I recognize 

the storm raging outside your house to be unnatural. Have you 
noticed an unusual deluge of snow or ice in your world?”

“In fact, we have,” said Chaba. “Snowfall to this region at this 
time of year is unheard of.”

“Can you identify the center of its source?” asked Gulk.
“It is hard to say,” replied Chaba. “As far as we know, it could 

be this very house.”
Gulk grunted. “Her influence and power ever grows. She 

must be stopped.”
“She?” asked Quill.
“Yes. The Queen of Pale Shadows.”
Quill’s brow furrowed as he remembered the pale woman in 

his recent dreams.
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“Quill,” said Chaba, “perhaps we should hear this gentleman 
out before making a decision.”

Quill frowned in thought. “Yes, perhaps you are right. Gulk, 
is it?”

The creature nodded.
“If you do not mind, Gulk, I will dress, and we will discuss 

this further. Chaba, lead our guest down to the main hall. I shall join 
you shortly.”

Chaba nodded. Gulk gave Quill a bow and then followed the 
monkey doll out.

Quill put on his trousers, shirt, vest, and boots, and went 
downstairs to the kitchen. He brewed a pot of tea, and then joined 
Gulk in the main hall. The giant politely declined Quill’s offer of tea.

Gulk sat upon the floor as before, since none of the furniture 
was able to accommodate his size and no doubt prodigious weight. A 
fire had been lit in the hearth.

“I hope you do not mind,” said Gulk, indicating the blaze. “I 
love fire.”

“Not at all. I thank you, in fact,” said Quill. He sat in a large 
cushioned chair across from Gulk. Chaba crouched on the arm of the 
chair.

“Pray continue your tale,” said Quill. “Tell me of your world, 
how you came to be here, and more of this Queen of Pale Shadows.”

Gulk folded his immense knobbly hands together in an 
almost scholarly way and began.

“It began, as I recall, around the time of my uncle’s one 
hundred and eleventh birthday celebration—”

The house shuddered with a thunderous bang. Quill was 
almost thrown from his chair. His teacup flew from his hand, and hot 
tea splashed in his face. He cried out, wiped his face with his sleeve, 
and jumped to his feet. Gulk was already standing with club in hand.

A sound approached that was a combination of rumbling 
and crunching. Another impact shook the mansion, and one of the 
windows on the forest side of the house shattered inward. Snow 
poured in from the outside.

“What is happening?” shouted Quill.
“It sounds as if a giant is using the house for a bowling pin,” 

said Chaba.
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They all ran to an unbroken window and looked out.
Strange lights flickered over the snow-covered grounds 

outside, revealing a vague anthropoid shape taller than the mansion a 
bowshot away. It finished packing a giant ball of earth, snow and ice, 
and then hurled it across the ground toward their exact location.

“It appears as if a giant is using the house for a bowling pin,” 
said Chaba.

They retreated from the window. A moment later, the house 
shook again, and the second window crashed inward.

“We are under attack!” exclaimed Gulk.
Snow poured like water through the broken window and 

into the main hall. It swirled as if from an unseen wind and spiraled 
upward. Moments later, it began coalescing into a form.

“She is here!” exclaimed Gulk.
“Who?” asked Quill, bewildered.
“The Queen of Pale Shadows!” 
Even as Gulk finished speaking, the giant figure of snow 

and ice took detailed form. Quill gaped. It was the woman from his 
dreams.

Gulk snatched a brand from the fire. He held it aloft toward 
the giant ice woman who had to crouch to fit in the tall chamber. The 
giant figure stared down at Gulk with a menacing expression as the 
Vulkarian attempted to ward her off. She then glanced at Quill, and 
paused as with a look of recognition.

Quill sprang toward the wall above the fireplace and 
snatched one of the two crossed swords that hung there. As he turned 
around, a giant hand of ice grasped him around the midsection, 
pinning his arms to his side. He cried out, unable to strike. The hand 
lifted him up toward her face. The ice woman smiled at Quill.

Then the hand jerked. Quill saw that Gulk had buried the 
firebrand in the ice woman’s ankle, and was now breaking pieces of 
the ankle off, nearly shattering it with prodigious blows from his 
club. The ice woman’s grip on Quill loosened. He slipped from the icy 
fingers, fell, and tumbled over the hall’s carpet.

As he rose to his feet, he saw Gulk dash to the fireplace, 
narrowly avoiding a giant swinging hand. The ugly warrior grabbed 
the lamp from the mantle and smashed it to the ground in front of 
them. The splashing oil from the lamp burst into flames from the 
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hearth’s fire and the carpet caught fire. The ice woman raised an arm 
to ward off the heat and momentarily backed away.

“What are you doing?” asked Quill, distraught.
“Saving us!” answered Gulk.
He grabbed Quill, tossed him over his shoulder like a sack of 

grain, and ran from the main hall into the outer hallway. A rushing 
sound followed and Quill craned his neck up. He saw snow filling the 
room behind them and pouring after them in pursuit like water from 
a broken dam. The lintel of the room’s doorway cracked and plaster 
began to shower down from the walls and ceilings.

“I fear this may reduce the house’s resale value,” said Chaba.
Quill glanced up to see the monkey doll crouched on Gulk’s 

other massive shoulder. Quill’s midsection was being squeezed and 
pounded by Gulk’s movement, and he would have been unable to 
give a reply even if he had one.

Gulk almost hurled himself down a staircase with the snow 
flowing around his heels. They reached the wine cellar. Gulk ran back 
toward the last aisle, skidded to a halt, and dropped Quill back to his 
feet.

“You have brought us to a dead end. Literally, I fear,” said 
Quill. He raised his sword as the snow filled the cellar.

“Not so,” said Gulk. He held up his left arm and waved it. An 
amber gem upon his bracelet flashed with an autumn light. Suddenly, 
a swirling golden outline of mist glowed in the wall before them.

“Come!” said Gulk. He stepped through the circle and 
vanished from sight as if he had stepped through a doorway.

Quill stared at the outline in alarm. The snow was now past 
his knees and rising. He glanced back to see a shape coalescing from 
the icy crystals. He raised his sword and edged slowly back toward 
the swirling circle of light. The shape in front of him between the 
shelves formed into the giant beautiful head of the Queen of Pale 
Shadows. Quill froze as her silver eyes stared into his. The giant white 
lips parted and whispered a single word with the sound of a winter 
wind.

“Quill.”
Quill screamed as a large hand grasped his arm from behind 

and jerked him backward through the golden circle of light.
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MIDSOM VALE

It was like waking from a dream of winter.
Quill sat upon the tall grass where he had fallen, staring out 

at a lush summer wonderland. Wildflowers shone like gems in a sea 
of grass, where birds, butterflies, moths, and bees flitted about. Gold 
and red trees receded into the distance of the curving hillside, their 
full-leafed branches swaying in a pleasant breeze.  A sun of white 
gold beamed warm rays down from a misty blue sky.

Quill rose to his feet and slid the dull ceremonial sword into 
his belt. Gulk stood by, looking patiently at Quill, as if giving him 
time to adjust to his surroundings. Chaba leapt up from the grass 
which had hidden him and climbed up to Gulk’s shoulder.

Quill opened his mouth to speak, but Chaba beat him to the 
punch.

“Hardly the land of forever winter that you described.”
“Precisely my thought,” added Quill.
“I assure you, north beyond the boundaries of this island of 

warmth, all is snow and ice,” said Gulk. “Come.”
Gulk walked between the trees up the side of the hill and 

Quill followed. After a short time, they reached its crest, and looked 
down into a small lush valley through which a silver river meandered 
through woods and meadows. In the midst of it could be seen a 
village of low wooden structures. In the center of the village, a huge 
tree with red leaves rose above all else.

“Behold, Midsom Vale,” said Gulk. “Home to the Ladies of 
the Summer Wind. The last bastion of hope in this freezing world. 
Come! We have little time to waste.”
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Gulk started down the hill with Chaba into the valley and 
Quill followed. They came to the river and followed a path alongside 
it for half an hour before crossing a wooden bridge. Then they 
proceeded down a dirt road through a grove of trees and emerged at 
the edge of the village. Two young men in white tunics came to greet 
them. They were handsome, healthy, and of pleasant aspect. The taller 
one spoke.

“You were hoped for, but not expected. Could this be...?”
“It can be, and is,” replied Gulk. “Quill.”
Both men looked wonderstruck and stared at Quill. They 

seemed too amazed at Quill to even notice the magical monkey doll 
crouched on his shoulder. Quill cleared his throat and glanced at Gulk, 
who flashed his tusks in a brief smile. Finally, the men bowed deeply. 
Quill bowed back. When he stood upright, the men were still hunched 
over. He bowed slightly again, keeping his eyes on them. When they 
finally stood upright, he did as well. He felt rather embarrassed at 
their reaction. Even more, he began to feel the pressure of unknown 
expectations. Did they believe he would save their world? There were 
mornings when he found rising from bed a challenge!

“Please follow me,” said the taller man. “The Ladies await.”
He led Quill, Chaba, and Gulk through a village of wood 

cottages, parks, and gardens. People walked about performing their 
daily tasks, toiled in their gardens, and were gathered in small 
groups in the parks, meditating, exercising, eating, and conversing. 
Everything was rustic, but clean and orderly. In comparison to his 
home city of Aquilon, it seemed to Quill a place less civilized in 
appearance, but more civilized in behavior.

The pounded dirt road they walked upon eventually led up 
a small hill and circled around a large unpainted wooden structure 
built around the gigantic tree they had seen. It resembled an oak 
with reddish leaves. A large garden of trees, shrubbery and flowers 
surrounded the structure. The man led them up a ramp onto a terrace 
and asked Quill and company to wait upon the built-in wooden 
bench. Then the man entered the front door of the building and 
emerged again a few moments later. With him was a middle-aged 
woman with golden hair and blue eyes. She had a natural unadorned 
earthy beauty and was garbed in ivory robes with embroidered 
flowers of many colors.
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The man bowed and walked down the ramp and departed. 
The woman also bowed toward Quill, and spoke in a gentle but 
strong voice.

“I am Somona, Second Lady of the Oak. I am honored to 
meet the great Quill.”

Quill and Gulk both rose and bowed.
“The honor is mine, lady,” said Quill.
“Welcome back, mighty Gulk,” said Somona. “You have 

succeeded in a great task, and if all goes well, we shall have you, as 
much as anyone in Vzan, to thank for saving our land.”

Gulk bowed again. “I have but done my small part.”
“And it is not over,” said Lady Somona with a grave expression.
“Forgive us for not giving you a more formal welcome,” said 

Somona to Quill.
“No forgiveness is necessary. I did not expect it,” said Quill.
“Yet you would have received it. But all of the Ladies are 

engaged in keeping the cold from the north at bay. Shall we walk in 
the garden as we talk?”

Quill nodded and they followed her around the terrace until 
they reached some steps that wound down into the garden. She led 
them among the trees and through labyrinths of flowers and under 
arches and trellises of winding fruiting vines.

“Quill, you may be our last hope. All this beauty you see 
around you could become only a memory in the mind of the land if 
you cannot succeed in your quest.”

“What exactly must I do? What can I do that others have 
not tried before me?”

She bade them sit on some stone benches amongst a circle 
of wild roses. She herself walked back and forth as if lost in thought, 
gazing out over the garden. She spoke as she paced.

“About one year ago, strange lights were seen in the sky at 
night toward the north. That same night, several of the most gifted 
and trained Ladies had dreams of a woman with skin almost as pale 
as the snow. In the midst of summer, a cool wind blew from the 
north. Rumors came to us of frost and snow in places where only the 
warmth of summer should have been known. The dreams of some 
of our Ladies continued, always of this pale woman and a vision of a 
land of forever winter.
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“We could divine that the source was this strange woman, 
though what she wanted or why she was here we did not know. We 
sent ambassadors to find this woman, several of the Ladies escorted 
by warriors. I was among them. We bore gifts in hopes of making 
peace with this newcomer to our world.”

“Newcomer?” asked Quill.
“Yes. She is not of Vzan, even as you are not. Though by what 

power or why she came here, we did not know. Our journey to meet 
her took weeks. We traveled through bitter cold in snow-covered 
lands that still should have been temperate for that season, though 
they are far north of here. When we finally reached the place divined 
by our Ladies, we were astonished to find a palace at the western end 
of the Hush Valley in the midst of the Ruvgar Mountains.

“We were greeted by animal emissaries of this Queen, for 
that is what they called her. She then appeared—”

“Your pardon, lady,” said Quill. “That is what who called her?”
“The animals.”
Quill raised his brows. “The animals could speak?”
“Of course,” she replied, visibly puzzled. “As most can, 

though many prefer not to.”
“I see,” said Quill. “And this is natural to your world?”
“Yes,” she replied. “Is it not so to yours?”
“Not at all,” said Chaba, slipping up onto Gulk’s shoulder 

from behind the Vulkarian’s massive head where he had remained 
unseen.

Somona stared wide-eyed at the monkey doll.
“Ah,” said Quill. “This is my companion, Chaba.”
Chaba bowed and the lady returned his bow.
“Animals in my own world of Plemora do not speak as 

people do,” said Quill. “The only time I have witnessed such a thing, 
it was caused by magic.”

“I see,” said Somona, though she seemed doubtful. She 
stepped closer to get a better look at Chaba. “You are not a real 
animal.”

“No,” said Chaba.
“You are merely a doll.”
“Not merely a doll. Once assistant to Morbis the Mysticator, 

the greatest—”
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“Yes, yes,” interrupted Quill. “You may give your inestimable 
credentials another time, when the world is not freezing over. Pray 
continue your tale, lady.”

 “This queen now appeared in person and spoke our language 
in a strange accent. Her manner was neither friendly nor hostile. She 
possessed a calm equanimity that fit the winter land in which she 
seemed to thrive. When we addressed her as Queen, because the ones 
we had assumed were her subjects had addressed her thus, her face 
took on a sadness. And she said something strange. ‘I am now only a 
Queen of Pale Shadows.’

“She gave us no other name, and so, we have spoken of her 
as the Queen of Pale Shadows ever since. She would tell us little of 
herself or of the place from whence she came, only that her home was 
lost to her, and that she simply desired solitude in this land, her new 
home.

“When we told her about the changes to the weather and 
the land, and that we had divined that she was somehow the cause 
of this, she exhibited mild surprise. It seemed the effect was a natural 
one of her presence, and she was puzzled that anyone would wish a 
different environment than the northern one in which she now made 
her home, and equally surprised that the climate in the lands to the 
south differed from where she had arrived in this world. But once she 
understood our concerns, she assured us that she could control this 
power and that she wanted only the surrounding area as her home.

“As you can imagine, we were more than relieved at her 
response. We had feared disagreement and even possibly open 
conflict. We had brought warriors with us, but they had remained 
camped in the mountains to avoid provacation. We had also brought 
gifts. These we now gave to her: candied fruits, a necklace of fine 
workmanship, and a bottle of Sayfrum Wine, made from honey, 
herbs and the flower of a rare plant.

“Although welcoming, she was not overly hospitable and 
did not ask us to stay as guests. Perhaps the customs of her people 
are simply different from ours. In any case, we were relieved, for 
the inside of the ice palace promised to be little warmer than the 
outdoor environs. We took our leave, heartened by the meeting and 
her assurances of cooperation. We arrived back at Midsom Vale three 
weeks later. Our news was greeted with great thankfulness.”
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“And yet, something went awry,” said Quill.
“Instead of a peaceful relief, the dreams of our Ladies became 

even more troubled. That seemed to have begun a few days after we 
had taken our leave of the Queen of Pale Shadows. Soon after our 
return to Midsom Vale, rumors came from the north, saying that 
the winter lands were encroaching farther south. We were greatly 
concerned by this news, but hoped it was simply a leftover reaction 
and that the Queen’s control was only delayed. But within a month, 
refugees traveled as far south as Midsom Vale, telling tales of rivers 
that had never before frozen now being solid ice, and of snow falling 
at the end of summer in places where it had fallen only in the midst 
of winter. Stranger and even more troubling, they brought back tales 
of strange creatures and phantoms that terrorized the people of Vzan, 
the like of which the inhabitants had never before witnessed.”

“Creatures and phantoms?” asked Quill. “Of what kind?”
 “The tales were inconsistent and sometimes incoherent. Had 

they not been told by such widespread and diverse peoples, we might 
have dismissed them as delusions or misperceptions. We could only 
assume these were servants of the Queen of Pale Shadows since they 
were alien to Vzan, and seen only in the lands smothered by cold. 
Either the Queen had lied, or she had gone back on her word, or she 
was not in control of her power as she claimed.

“We sent another company to parley with her: a large troop 
of warriors and two of our Ladies who had considerable power in the 
outer workings of natural elements. Two months after their departure, 
they had still not returned. We never saw them again. People of other 
tribes and cities in Vzan have sent forces to the north...”

“Including my own,” added Gulk.
Lady Somona nodded. “And most recently, the great city 

of Tyar sent an army, saying that the Queen had virtually declared 
war on them and all the peoples of Vzan. They were confronted by a 
blizzard of monstrous proportions in which some soldiers were lost, 
and pummeled by hailstones the size of a man’s fist that struck down 
many others. The storm was relentless and they were finally forced to 
turn back.”

Quill raised an eyebrow. “I see.”
Somona looked at Quill. “Then you see that armies and 

elemental power seem to be of no more use in confronting her. All 



QUEEN OF PALE SHADOWS

59

of the concentration of the Ladies of the Summer Wind is needed 
to keep back the cold from this region. Even now, they meditate and 
focus their powers day and night, taking turns to sleep and eat. It is 
all they do. Were they to stop for a single day, winter would engulf all 
of Vzan. We need a hero. Someone incomparable, who can act with 
wisdom, courage, stealth and experience.”

“Admittedly, these qualities do describe me,” said Quill. 
“However, I am only one man. Ambassadors, wielders of magic, 
warriors, even whole armies have failed. What exactly are you 
expecting of me?”

Sonoma gave Quill a grave stare. “You must kill the Queen 
of Pale Shadows.”

Quill frowned. “I am no assassin.”
“Sometimes a smaller evil must be done to accomplish a 

greater good,” said Somona.
“That may be,” said Quill. “But I have never killed a woman. 

I do not know if I am capable of such an act. I am not sure that I 
want to be.”

“She is perhaps a woman in form,” said Somona. “But she is 
a powerful being that threatens all life on our world.”

“And on Quill’s world as well,” said Gulk. He then told 
Somona of the strange weather aberrations in Corandor and of the 
Queen’s attack upon them at Quill’s manor.

“Then she knows that we sought Quill!” said Somona.
“I am afraid so,” said Gulk. “We have lost any advantage of 

secrecy or surprise that we might have hoped for.”
“This is ill news,” said Somona. “But you understand now, 

Quill, that not only our world is threatened but yours as well. Such is 
her ambition and the reach of her fantastic power that she stretches 
her cold arms out, hoping to embrace all worlds with a never-ending 
winter.”

“Yes,” said Quill. Never in his long and illustrious career had 
he performed such a task. He had killed in the midst of danger, in 
self-defense, occasionally in a battle, but it was something he had 
never relished or ever become comfortable with. And never had he 
taken the life of a woman or child. But whom was he kidding? He 
would surely never have the chance. For how could he succeed where 
so many others had failed? How could he defeat such power?
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He stared into space, and a feeling of inevitable dread came 
upon him. Awaiting him to the north was his own frozen doom or 
the death of a beautiful woman by his own hand. For he knew she 
was beautiful; he had seen her in his dreams, and in the giant ice 
form as well. Not only that, she had kissed him in the dream, as if she 
loved him. He had sensed no malice in her. Yet, it seemed she had 
been intent on harming him in his home. And she was destroying a 
world with her frozen touch. He had not always been the best judge 
of women in the past. An image of the incomparable Jada Thoran 
came to his mind. She had loved Quill with great passion, yet would 
have thrown him into the Death Pits of Arn with equal fervor.

“Quill?” said Somona.
Quill looked up and rose from his seat. “What? Forgive me, 

what were you saying?”
“Can we place our faith in you?” Somona gazed at Quill as if 

she were trying to see into his very heart. “We know the hero Quill is 
said to be of noble heart. Yet we are asking you to do a ignoble thing 
for the greater good. We have no time to seek another Quill. Will 
you take on this quest?”

Quill tried not to let his shoulders slump. He had no 
answer that he wished to give. “I do not see that I have much choice. 
However, if I can find another way to stop the Queen short of taking 
her life, I will do so.”

“We have already tried other ways,” said Somona. “Do as 
your heart counsels you. But remember that she cannot be trusted, 
for already she has proved that her word is meaningless.”

“I will remember,” said Quill. “When do I leave?”
“As soon as you are able,” said Somona.
“I have already slept, for it was nearing dawn in my world,” 

said Quill. “Let me rest an hour, and then I shall be off.”
“We shall prepare provisions and all that you need. Gulk 

shall be your guide and lend what aid he may in your quest.”
Gulk stood and bowed to Quill. “I am honored. I pray only 

that I do not hamper your extraordinary abilities in any way.”
Quill bowed back. “On the contrary, noble Gulk. I am 

extremely heartened by this news. I thought I was to go alone.”
“You mean you thought that we were to go alone,” said 

Chaba from Gulk’s shoulder.
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“Yes, of course, Chaba. We have been together so long that at 
times I barely notice you.”

“Of this I am aware,” said Chaba.
“I mean that you have become like one of my appendages.”
“A lucid if somewhat distasteful metaphor,” said Chaba.
Quill and Chaba were taken to a spare cottage to rest while 

Gulk went to make preparations for the long journey. Quill lay down 
upon the bed while Chaba looked out the window. Quill closed his 
eyes, wondering if he would dream of the Pale Queen again. But 
in what seemed only a moment, Chaba awakened him after the 
prescribed hour or so of rest, and he remembered no dream at all.
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STRANGE PARTY

“Chaba, what think you of this situation?” Quill asked as he 
rose and washed his face in a basin of cool water.

Chaba turned and shrugged as much as he was able. “I know 
not what to think. The task before us seems difficult at best. We 
have been told much and yet little. I feel we must be missing several 
essential facts. Those facts may work in our favor. Of course, they may 
also damn us.”

“And this Queen of Pale Shadows?” asked Quill.
“The greatest mystery of all. Why should she need to freeze 

an entire world? One can only live in one place at a time. Does she 
enjoy absurdly long sleigh rides? It makes little sense.”

Quill nodded. “And yet, it is ever the way with conquerors. 
All we know for certain is that she must be stopped before she affects 
Plemora. I have no intention of ice skating to market in the summer.”

When Quill and Chaba emerged, they found a young man 
waiting for them. He bowed and directed them to follow him. The 
young man led them down several avenues toward the north. People 
came from their houses along the way and followed after, muttering 
in excited tones and smiling at Quill. Quill would have found this 
rather disconcerting had there not been several young lady admirers 
among their numbers, bright-eyed ingenuous lovely creatures. By the 
time they had reached the northern outskirts of Midsom Vale, it was 
a crowd, and another crowd of some three hundred people awaited 
them, lining the road on either side leading to a long low wooden 
building and stables. They broke into cheers when they saw Quill. 
Blessings were shouted and flowers were thrown on the path before 
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Quill. He took no joy in the gesture, wondering if the flowers would 
prove to be funerary bouquets. Nevertheless he did his best not to 
trample them.

As he approached, one young woman with fair curly hair 
ran out, curtsied, smiled shyly, and handed him a daisy. She looked 
him with doe eyes for a brief moment before running back into the 
crowd. In those eyes, Quill had seen so much belief and admiration. 
She was placing all of her hope on him, as were all the people of 
Midsom Vale. The weight of expectation grew like a yoke around his 
shoulders, and he longed to sink into the ground and reemerge far 
away in a quiet place where no one even knew his name. So much for 
his desire for fame.

But Quill kept his composure and remained the consummate 
professional, returning a polite smile for the hopeful grins, doffing 
his hat and waving, and returning as many bows as possible. He 
wondered how they would behave if he failed in his task. He knew 
from experience how easily crowds could turn. If he failed, it would 
be best if he never returned.

Gulk emerged from the building, followed by Somona and 
several men bearing provisions for their journey. The huge troll was 
wearing his leather jerkin and was barefoot. His knobby club hung 
from a loop of rope tied to his wide belt.

“Quill!” said Gulk, giving his frightening gregarious grin. “I 
pray you rested well. We have quite a task before us.”

“No doubt we do, noble Gulk,” said Quill.
“And I now give you what aid I can,” said Somona. She 

nodded to one of the men, who brought forth a leather scabbard. She 
handed it to Quill.

Quill grabbed the leather handle and pulled the sword from 
the sheath. It was a well wrought, gently curving blade that grew 
slightly wider at the end, subtly different in style from anything he had 
seen in Plemora, though it had some semblance to a type of Archean 
sword. He tested its weight, and made some preliminary thrusts and 
swings, but stopped in embarrassment when the crowd began to cheer 
his minimal efforts. He replaced the blade in its sheath.

Quill gave Somona a small bow. “I am unfamiliar with the 
most appropriate technique for this style of weapon, but it is well-
balanced and will no doubt serve me well.”
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“I wish there were time to instruct you,” said Somona. “But 
you are a Quill. I have no doubt you would be proficient with any 
weapon in your hand. As for the blade, it is not a simple sword. We 
have blessed it and applied various charms. It should grant special 
potency against the cold and any powers of that ilk.”

“I thank you,” said Quill. “Considering my task, that will 
surely prove useful.”

A man came from the stables leading a large herd animal 
that appeared to Quill as a mix between a shaggy deer and a horse. 
Upon it were loaded their bags of supplies. The animal’s hair was a 
warm gray color, and it had tufts of white fur sprouting below its chin 
that gave it a sagacious appearance. Its tail was also a large white tuft. 
The antlers sprouting near each ear were black, thick, and sharp. It 
looked at Quill with golden eyes that twinkled in the late afternoon 
sunlight.

“This is Farabrund,” said Somona, indicating the animal. 
“He fled from far Obleska one night when the region was invaded 
by strange hostile creatures not of this world. He has agreed to carry 
your supplies on this quest.”

Quill began to nod, then stopped, and gave Somona a wry 
smile. “How very kind of him to volunteer. Tell him I am most 
grateful.”

“You may tell me yourself,” said Farabrund in a genial 
baritone voice. “I understand your speech quite well, despite your 
strange inflections.”

Quill turned wide eyes upon the animal. “It speaks!”
“Of course he does,” said Somona.
“You forget,” said Gulk. “In the world of Vzan, all animals 

speak. Well, not all, but those who are intelligent enough and have 
the mouth to do so.”

“I had forgotten,” said Quill. He cleared his throat and 
nodded to Farabrund. “I thank you for volunteering to help us on this 
quest.”

“I feel compelled, for the sake of the Elkaron, and all peoples 
of Vzan,” said Farabrund.

“The clothes you presently wear will be suitable for a time,” 
said Somona. “Within two days’ travel, you will come to the border 
between Vzan as it once was and the land now frozen to the north. 
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Before crossing that threshold, change into the clothes we have 
packed on Farabrund. They have been treated and should keep you 
from perishing in the extreme cold you will experience. Your sword 
will also aid you in that.”

Quill nodded.
“And now,” said Somona, “May the Goddess at the heart 

of Vzan carry you safely in her arms to your destination and grant 
you the strength to do what must be done, for the sake of our world, 
yours, and many others. I have no other words but fare thee well.”

Somona bowed, and the crowds joined her. Quill returned 
her bow.

Quill surveyed the expectant faces around him, then took a 
deep breath and turned to Gulk.

“Lead on, Gulk.”
Gulk nodded, exchanged a few words with Somona, and 

then walked north up the gentle sloping hill.
“Shall I carry you, Quill?” asked Farabrund.
“I will walk for now, Farabrund,” said Quill. “You are already 

heavily burdened and I desire to stretch my legs.”
“As you wish,” said Farabrund.
Then, with Chaba perched on his shoulder, Quill followed 

Gulk up the gentle hill through the green spring grass and showers 
of colorful blooms and into the rolling land beyond. Chaba sat on 
Quill’s shoulder, as was his habit. Gulk walked quietly despite his 
girth, needing one stride for two of Quill’s. Intelligent Farabrund 
did not need to be led by a rein, but walked as one of the company, 
though carrying the greatest load. They soon passed through groves 
of upright trees with leaves of golden hue. Creatures like red 
butterflies but with long streaming tails sailed on the soft breeze. 
One would hardly believe the world was soon to end in eternal ice.

The land gradually rose until, passing through the trees on 
the north side of a meadow, it fell away before them into a narrow 
ravine of golden rocks with a stream meandering through the 
middle. Gulk indicated a rough path down. They descended and 
came to the bottom amidst trees and foliage of autumn hues.

“This stream flows west and then north, congruent with our 
goal,” said Gulk. “An easy path lies beside it, which we may travel 
until we reach a sharp southern bend, where steps will take us out of 
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the canyon and onto the Plain of Berluth. We may find some news 
before that of what lies ahead.”

“Then we will find people dwelling ahead of us in this 
canyon?” asked Quill.

“No people live here. But we may be given news 
nonetheless,” said Gulk.

Quill furrowed his brows at this enigmatic statement.
They followed a path beside the stream down the ravine. 

It was strange that a creature appearing so brutish in Quill’s sight 
exhibited at times the heart of a child. The ogre seemed to take 
delight in the land, joyfully pointing out significant landmarks, 
colorful birds, and patches of wildflowers. The trees stood like 
courtiers on the side of the path watching their progress, and Gulk 
named many varieties to Quill and Chaba. Though the names were 
different, most appeared similar or the same as trees in Plemora: oaks, 
birch, ash, myrtle, maple, and chestnut, and as the ravine veered, pines 
reaching like dark green towers into the silver blue sky.

Several hours later they came to a low wooden bridge. As 
they were walking across to reach the northeast side of the ravine, 
Quill stopped when he noticed salmon splashing in the water below.

“These salmon look plump and healthy,” said Quill. “One of 
my favorite fish, grilled or pan-fried. I have even eaten them raw.”

“I beg your pardon?” said an outraged voice coming from 
below.

Quill glanced down to see one of the salmon poking his head 
just out of the water and staring at him.

“Good day to you!” said Gulk.
“And to you,” replied the salmon. “And to your uncouth 

companion.”
“My apologies,” stuttered Quill.
“What news from upstream?” asked Gulk.
“The waters are colder than usual,” said the salmon. “And 

rumor has it that the stream is frozen much further north. This is 
unheard of for this time of year.”

“A strange power from the north has caused this,” said Gulk.
“As we have also heard,” said the salmon. “They say our days 

are numbered. Of course, this was always so. But better to be frozen 
than grilled or pan-fried. Either way, we are told there is little hope.”
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Quill cleared his throat and glanced away.
“There is yet hope,” said Gulk.
“What hope is that?” asked the salmon.
“He stands beside me,” said Gulk.
“This pan frier?” asked the salmon incredulously.
“Indeed,” said Gulk. “This is a great hero from another world, 

the Incomparable Quill.”
The salmon stared at Quill for several moments with a fish’s 

unreadable expression. Finally it spoke. “You are Vzan’s last hope?”
The doubtful tone of his voice was not lost on Quill, who 

raised his chin. “A fool judges only by appearances. In fact, things can 
sometimes be the opposite of what they seem.”

“If that is true in this case,” replied the salmon, “then I feel 
great hope in you and your quest.”

“Thank you,” said Quill with a nod, leaning over the rail.
“I do not believe it was a vote of confidence,” mumbled Chaba.
“In the meantime, I shall enjoy my final days of spawning,” 

continued the salmon, “believing with every ounce of gullibility 
within me that warmer, happier days are just ahead.” At that, the 
salmon turned and dove under with such a terrific splash of his tail 
that water caught Quill full in the face.

Quill wiped his face dry with a snarl. “A most fatalistic fish.”
“Most salmon are,” said Chaba.
“Let it not bother you. I have complete confidence in you,” 

said Gulk.
“Thank you, noble Gulk,” said Quill. But in truth it 

comforted him little, for Gulk seemed in ways as naïve as a child.
“As do I,” said Chaba.
A vote of confidence from the acerbic and cynical Chaba 

gave Quill pause. He waited for the punch line to the joke but none 
came. “You do?” asked Quill finally.

“Of course. Despite your numerous shortcomings, 
glaring physical and intellectual limitations, lack of resources, and 
debilitating personality flaws, I have witnessed you regularly defy 
logic and impossible odds to accomplish your tasks. Were bets 
available to be placed upon your last impossible job, I would have 
confidently put all of my money on you and walked away a rich man. 
Err...monkey doll.”
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Quill wrinkled his nose and glanced askance at Chaba. “I 
see.”

“It is why I gave you the sobriquet the Incomparable Quill,” 
said Chaba.

“You?” said Quill. “I thought I gave myself the title.”
“If you had, it would have been most pretentious,” said 

Chaba. “However, perhaps you are correct and my memory is faulty.”
“It would not be the first time,” said Quill. “And I believe it is 

not pretentious but fitting, and also good for business.”
“Yes, yes,” said Chaba, as if to himself. “It must have been you. 

Had I created the title, I would have come up with the Impossible Quill.”
“Enough, Chaba!” said Quill. “Gulk, lead on!”
They crossed the bridge and continued in the same direction 

on the other side. Soon the river turned south, and Gulk pointed out 
some natural stairs carved into the cliff to their right. They left the 
stream and ascended the stairs out of the ravine.

They emerged into a series of foothills covered in high grass 
and then passed through a woodland of trees with golden fan-shaped 
leaves. As the wind rushed through the woods, the sound was like 
ocean waves sweeping upon a shore. After walking some time, Quill 
thought he heard a tinkling sound. He bade the others pause and 
listen.

“Yes, I hear it,” said Chaba. “Like the tinkling of tiny bells.”
“Gulk, know you what this could be?” asked Quill.
Gulk shook his head. “But it is a pleasant sound, especially 

mixed with the sound of the trees.”
“Let us hope its source is pleasant,” said Quill.
“Perhaps there are faeries in these woods,” said Chaba.
Quill snorted. “Chaba, there are no such things as faeries!”
“I have heard rumors that in the woods of Corandor—”
“This is not Corandor!” said Quill. “And there are no faeries 

in Cordandor, or anywhere else in Plemora for that matter.”
“Exactly my point,” said Chaba. “We are not in Plemora.”
Quill shook his head. “My friends, do not let my little 

companion’s confusion discourage you. I assure you that, at times, he 
is quite cogent and even has helpful advice to offer.”

“My friends, sadly, I cannot claim the same of Quill,” said 
Chaba.
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Quill let out a sigh of exasperation, and then continued 
forward.

“Whatever it may be, perhaps it were best to avoid the sound 
altogether,” said Farabrund.

“And further argument,” added Gulk. “We may be overheard 
by the faeries.”

They veered to the left and continued on their way, but the 
sound of the tiny bells seemed to be ever near them.

Gulk paused the company and spoke. “We are being taken 
too far from our desired direction. We must risk going forward and 
hope that whatever is creating the sound is friendly.”

 They turned again due north. The sound grew in volume, like 
water trickling through crystals amidst the rush of the windblown 
leaves. The noise seemed to be coming from above. Quill looked up.

“Ah!” said Quill, pointing at some of the smaller lower-hanging 
branches of the trees. Tiny bells were tied with colored ribbons to 
branches and swung in the breeze, creating the chiming music.

“I wonder what their purpose is,” said Chaba.
For a moment, the wind died down and another sound came 

to them from not far ahead.
“Listen,” said Gulk. “I believe I hear voices.”
“Yes,” said Quill. “And music. And laughter. Laughter is 

seldom an evil thing.”
“Except from those who take joy in evil,” said Chaba.
“This laughter does not sound evil,” said Gulk.
“I know of no village in this area,” said Farabrund. “But it has 

been some time since I passed this way.”
After they had walked further, the trees thinned, and in a 

horseshoe-shaped clearing on the edge of rolling grass-covered hills, 
they found a large encampment of people. A dozen covered wagons 
painted in bright colors were parked near the edge of the wood, and 
many horses were tethered there as well. At least the same number of 
canvas tents as wagons had been pitched in the clearing. The people 
wore colorful outfits. Some were playing instruments, while most 
danced together in a circle. Others looked on, clapping, laughing 
and imbibing drink from skins. They seemed to Quill a more joyful 
version of the Vargan gypsies in his own world of Plemora. None 
took notice of their presence.
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“They are obviously engaged in some kind of celebration,” 
said Quill.

“An astute observation,” said Chaba. “But a rather odd scene, 
considering the apocalyptic times.”

“Perhaps they are unaware of Vzan’s peril,” said Farabrund.
“They are most merry!” said Gulk, smiling through his savage 

tusks.
Quill motioned the others to follow as he led them left along 

the edge of the clearing.
Suddenly a man and two women ran in their direction. 

Quill stopped and moved his hand to his sword as Chaba hid in his 
backpack. But then Quill saw that the people were unarmed, and 
smiling and beckoning in a friendly manner. The man wore a scarlet 
kerchief around his head, baggy tan pantaloons, a blousy black shirt 
and a blue stained leather vest. The women wore flowery sundresses 
and were most becoming, with wild hair and brightly painted eyes.

“Come strangers!” said the man.
“Come friends!” said one woman.
Quill was further surprised when the other woman took 

him by the arm with a huge grin on her face, looking him in the eyes 
most openly and candidly.

“We are always in need of more handsome men,” said the 
woman.

Quill chuckled and cleared his throat. “I...we thank you for 
the invitation. But—”

“I warn you, good sir,” said the man, “Josell seldom takes no 
for an answer.”

The woman Josell attempted a swift kick in the man’s 
direction, but he leapt back and avoided her with a laugh. “Rogue! 
Badger!”

“Merry people,” said Gulk. “If I may ask, what are you 
celebrating?”

“Life!” said the man.
“And simultaneously, a marriage,” said the woman Josell.
“We can always add a second couple to the ritual,” said the 

first woman, gazing at Josell.
Josell tried another kick, this time aimed at the woman. But 

then she squeezed Quill’s arm tighter.
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“Congratulations to the bride and groom,” said Quill. “I have 
no wish to in any way douse the fire of your merriment, but perhaps 
you are unaware of the present dangers your entire world faces.”

“You speak of the Queen of Pale Shadows?” asked the man.
“In very fact, she is exactly the one of whom I speak,” replied 

Quill. “Not far to the north of here—”
“The land is frozen in winter’s untimely embrace,” said the 

first woman, still smiling.
“Yes,” said Farabrund. “You seem unconcerned. But the 

danger is very real.”
The man shrugged and said, “Every flower has its time, noble 

elkaron.” The first woman laughed as if he had made a clever jest. 
Josell spoke, looking up at Quill with a warm smile.

 “Dance and laugh and sing while the sun still shines upon 
us. Soon all will be forever winter. Soon we will be nothing but 
frozen memories. Come, join us! What better way to while away our 
final days?”

“One better way I can think of,” said Quill, “and will be 
attempting: to delay for many happy years your final days. We go now 
on a quest to stop the Queen of Pale Shadows.”

The three gypsies fell silent and stared at Quill for a moment.
“He is a most serious fellow,” said the man, and smiled again. 

The first woman began laughing again.
Quill pursed his lips, perturbed.
“He is a hero!” said Josell in an amused but slightly 

admonishing tone to the man and woman. “It is his way. He seeks to 
save the world and live a heroes tale, while you, Delvin, drown your 
world with wine and chase tails.”

The man shrugged again and grinned widely, showing a gold 
tooth. “It is my way.”

The first woman laughed again. Josell smiled, but snorted and 
shook her head. “Then, hero, we will no longer delay you from your 
noble task. What, pray, is your name?”

“I am Quill,” said Quill, chagrined and eager to be gone.
“Then may all of the luck in the many worlds go with you, 

Quill,” said Josell. Then, to Quill’s surprise, she threw her arms 
around his neck, pulling him toward her, and gave him a full and 
rather passionate kiss on the lips.
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“Madam!” exclaimed Quill, wide-eyed and blushing, as she 
released him.

Josell and the others laughed and ran back to join the 
festivities.

“Fare you well, Quill!” called Josell. “And remember me!”
“Give our regards to the Queen of Pale Shadows!” shouted 

Delvin. “And ask if she won’t mind sparing a small warm corner of 
the world for us.”

Quill shook his head as he looked on. Chaba emerged from 
Quill’s pack.

“I am glad I hid,” said Chaba. “Otherwise, being the most 
handsome, I might have been the target of this wild woman’s 
assaults.”

Quill sighed. “A lovely woman. And pleasant people. But 
they celebrate with reckless abandon.”

“Indeed,” said Farabrund. “A most merry apathy.”
Gulk nodded. “I almost envy them. If I believed our cause 

was hopeless, I could think of no better response than theirs. But 
such is not the case, for we have the Incomparable Quill. And our 
hero is immune to such temptations.”

Quill saw the woman Josell, standing outside the dance 
circle, turn to him again and wave in his direction. Quill cleared his 
throat. “Yes...immune. Come, let us leave this place.”

They walked from the clearing and up and over the first hill, 
losing sight of the amiable nomads. Soon the sound of music and 
laughter faded like the memory of a pleasant dream. They traversed 
the rolling hills northward. The breeze grew slightly cooler as they 
went, and the sky even paler. The hills grew taller and steeper, and 
more barren and rocky. The air was still. Quill noticed fewer birds 
than before and no wild animals. Some two hours after leaving the 
camp of the gypsies, they crested the tallest, steepest hill yet and 
emerged breathless onto a ridge. Below them was a wide but shallow 
valley. Miles to the north, the valley seemed to end in a wall of 
impenetrable white fog that reached heavenward and to the left and 
right as far as the eye could see.

“There!” said Gulk, pointing. “The limit of the Ladies’ power 
that keeps the frozen cold at bay.”

“Extraordinary!” said Quill.
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They walked down the slope into the valley. As they 
traveled forward, the white wall seemed to retreat before them, and 
it appeared to Quill as some type of mirage that would always be 
receding on the horizon. But just when it seemed they would never 
reach it, it loomed large before them, and they soon found themselves 
standing only yards away.

“Here we must change garments,” said Gulk.
The ogre pulled certain bags from Farabrund’s back. He 

handed Quill a thick hooded cloak of blue-gray. Quill was also given 
cloth gloves and boots of some strong woven fabric.

“Will my leather boots not suffice?” asked Quill.
Gulk shook his head. “We will be entering regions so cold 

that your leather boots will harden and freeze.”
“I see,” said Quill.
“We have snowshoes as well,” said Gulk. “But they are best 

not used until we encounter deep snow.” Gulk put on large cloth 
boots, donned his own hooded cloak and slipped on cloth gloves. 
“Even these would perhaps not be enough. But the Ladies of 
Midsom Vale have cast a blessing upon us, and this will protect us 
from further harm from the extreme elements.”

“And I have the sword,” said Quill.
Once properly accoutered, they proceeded to the wall. Quill 

paused at the edge and stared at the opaque mist that formed an 
almost perfect vertical wall.

“I have never seen its like,” said Chaba. 
“Nor I,” said Quill. He glanced at Gulk and Farabrund. They 

gave him an encouraging nod. He took a deep breath and plunged 
into the mist.
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BEYOND THE WHITE WALL

Quill lost sight of everyone but Chaba upon his shoulder. 
He could see no further than a yard ahead of him, as if lost in the 
midst of a thundercloud. The cool air was saturated with dampness 
and moisture quickly formed on his face, dripping into his eyes 
and further obstructing his view. The ground beneath his feet was 
even and covered with wet grass. Slowly the mist thinned, but the 
world around him remained white. With each step, the temperature 
dropped until it was freezing.  Quill heard and felt the crunch of 
snow underneath his feet. The mist finally subsided. Before him, 
a snow-covered plain stretched as far as he could see. He glanced 
behind and saw the giant white cloud wall blocking off the southern 
lands. The sky was white above, but changed very subtly to a slightly 
darker violet-gray toward the north, like a pale shadow.

Gulk and Farabrund emerged from the cloud to either side 
of him.

“Onward,” said Quill.
They trudged northward for many miles with no change in 

the landscape. Quill squinted and believed he could make out large 
rocky outcroppings rising in the distance not far ahead. They had 
been traveling for hours and though it was hard to judge, it must 
have been past midday. He called a halt to give the party a chance 
to rest and refresh. Farabrund ate nothing but some snow. Quill and 
Gulk had some fruit and nuts, drank from their canteens and refilled 
them with snow.

After they finished, Quill looked around at the white world. 
He closed his eyes. The silence was profound. Part of him wanted to 
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lie down here and never leave. But another part of him, or perhaps 
the same part, felt drawn to the north and the beautiful Queen in his 
dreams. He told himself that he was urged by duty. But he wondered 
what truly drove him. How strange it was to be a human being, not 
even knowing one’s own true intentions.

“Does something trouble you?” asked Gulk.
Quill opened his eyes. He now saw snowflakes drifting 

through the pale sky.
“What?” asked Quill. “Oh, no, noble Gulk. And yet, yes, of 

course. The quest before us is daunting. I feel quite unequal to the 
task.”

“You are Quill,” said Gulk. “I sought across the span of 
worlds to find you. If any can save Vzan, it is you. And you are not 
alone.

“Indeed you are not,” said Farabrund. “And I vow to you, if 
by my life or death I can protect you, I waaaaaagggghhhhh...”

With a loud thunk, an arrow was suddenly stuck straight 
through Farabrund’s head.

Quill cried out and flinched back as the herd animal’s eyes 
crossed, its tongue rolled out of its mouth, and without further ado, it 
fell sideways into the snow, dead as a fresh piece of meat.

“It seems it shall be by his death,” said Chaba, hiding swiftly 
in Quill’s pack as another arrow whistled just past Quill’s right ear. 
Quill and Gulk both threw themselves onto the snowy turf behind 
the herd animal’s body, opposite the direction of the flying arrows.

“Does someone seek our death so soon?” asked Quill.
“The answer is so obvious, even Farabrund could answer 

you,” said Chaba from Quill’s pack.
“The archers are hidden behind those rocks up ahead,” said 

Gulk.
More missiles whistled through the air. Quill could feel the 

impact as a couple more found a target in the dead elkaron’s body. 
He noticed the placement of the arrows. “I believe the archers are 
slightly to the right of us.

“Right or left, we are pinned down,” said Gulk.
Gulk’s statement gave Quill an idea. “Gulk, can you lift 

Farabrund’s body?”
“Easily,” said Gulk.
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“And walk with it held in front of you like a shield?” asked Quill.
“I believe so,” said Gulk.
“If we are fortunate and the archers are not too adept, we 

might be able to reach the cover of those same rocky hills, but to the 
left, a hundred yards distant.”

Gulk nodded. He heaved the animal’s carcass up by its 
front legs and held it in front of them. Quill urged Gulk forward, 
using both the dead animal and Gulk as a protective shield. Arrows 
continued to fly, most of them sticking straight into the dead animal. 
By the time they reached the cover of the rocks, Farabrand resembled 
some type of grotesque holiday pincushion.

“We have no time for a proper burial,” said Quill. “Grab 
what supplies you can from his body, and then let us make haste in 
the cover of this hill before our attackers arrive.”

Quill took only a water skin, and Gulk was able to shoulder 
some of the extra supplies.

“Chaba, we need your button eyes,” said Quill.
“My eyes will be little good if they are pierced by arrows,” 

grumbled Chaba as he emerged from Quill’s pack to sit atop it and 
keep watch.

They hurried along, dashing between open spaces, and 
glancing toward the rocks on their right for any sign of their 
attackers. A few more arrows flew and then they ceased. Quill hoped 
they had lost their pursuers amidst the labyrinth of stones. After 
some time, they slowed their pace and stopped. None of them sensed 
any sign of danger.

“It is possible that their only real target was the elkaron,” 
said Gulk. “Food in this unusual climate has no doubt become scarce, 
especially to those dwelling this far south.”

“It is only the first day and we have lost a quarter of our 
party,” said Chaba.

 “Farabrund’s loss shall be felt,” said Quill, thinking of the 
long road ahead. Even the weight of one extra waterskin would be 
burdensome. He decided he could always leave it behind, as there 
was plenty of snow to consume for water. He was glad that Chaba 
weighed next to nothing.

Having caught their breath, they continued opposite the 
rocky wall to their right until the stones rose in elevation and became 
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too jagged and steep to traverse. They climbed down to the ravine 
that was formed between the stony hills, watching carefully for 
any sign of the archers or other possible dangers. They reached the 
bottom. The gully was only about thirty feet wide. Quill started to 
run forward then his feet slipped out from beneath him and he fell 
on his back into the snow.

“Stay clear of the middle of the ravine,” said Gulk. “Running 
down the center underneath the snow is a stream, which widens 
and grows into a small river further north, flowing into a lake in the 
Velvet Wood.”

They hurried down the gully. After what seemed only a 
minute or two, Chaba cried out.

“Quill!”
The archers stood only yards in front of Quill, as if they had 

reared up from the drifts of snow. The men were dressed in white 
furs and had bowstrings drawn, arrows pointed at Quill and Gulk. 
Gulk drew his club from his wide belt. Quill’s hand went toward his 
sword but then stopped. He grimaced and glanced around. Several 
archers emerged from among the rocks on either side, and two more 
appeared behind them, though neither Quill, nor Gulk, nor Chaba 
had sensed their presence.

“Wait!” said Quill.
“We will wait,” said a man standing in front of the others 

ahead of them. He was middle-aged and gruff-voiced, and had dark 
hair and a beard like several of the others. “We will wait while you 
say a final prayer to your sovereign, the Queen of Pale Shadows. 
And perhaps we will allow one of you to live and return to give her a 
message.”

“Our sovereign?” asked Quill. “We do not serve the Queen of 
Pale Shadows.”

“One of the Vulkaris,” said the other man, noticing Gulk as if 
for the first time.

The apparent leader narrowed his eyes at Gulk. “It is 
rumored that many have gone over to the Queen, but I did not know 
any of your folk had.”

“None of us have,” said Gulk. “We have vowed to fight 
her till our last breath. As I will fight you if you threaten Quill, the 
champion and only hope of Vzan.”
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Quill raised his hand to discourage further pronouncements 
from Gulk.

“If you do not serve her, why go you north?” asked the leader. 
“None but her servants travel north to her realm. In fact, none but 
her servants travel this land.”

“We go north to...” Quill paused and narrowed his eyes at the 
man. “Yes, none but her servants. How do we know your allegiance 
does not lie with her?”

The man stared at Quill for a moment. “I meant to say, none 
but her servants except us. All have fled south. What is your purpose 
going north?”

“Why should I tell you our intentions?” asked Quill, rising 
up with some defiance.

“Because ten arrows are trained on you and your companion.”
Quill blinked. “Your reason is convincing. If you must know, 

we go north to stop the Queen of Pale Shadows and save this world 
from eternal winter.”

The man’s brows furrowed. He lowered his bow, but the other 
archers remained on guard. “The two of you alone against the Queen 
and all her forces?”

“Where large armies have failed, one Quill will triumph,” 
said Gulk.

“What is a Quill?” asked the man.
“I am Quill. The Incomparable Quill. Quill, traveler to many 

worlds, savior of princesses, bane of wizards, destroyer of giants.”
The man twisted his mouth and looked Quill up and down. 

“You look like any normal man, perhaps less so.”
Quill glared.
“But you, Vulkarian,” said the man. “We have never known 

your people to deceive. It is not your way.”
“As you say, it is not,” said Gulk. “But battle is our way. And I 

will fight you if you seek to harm the hero under my aegis.”
“I must first make sure that you are what you say you are,” 

said the man.
“Does not his appearance and size make it clear?” asked Quill.
The man drew cautiously near until he was only a few feet 

away. He squinted at Quill and Gulk almost as if he were trying to 
see through them. After a moment he seemed satisfied.
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“They are real enough,” said the man. He made a gesture to 
his men. They lowered their bows and all gathered in the gully.

“What did you mean by real?” asked Quill.
“We will speak of it later,” said the man. “For now, it is best 

we move on. Her servants find us most readily when we stay in one 
place. Come.”

The leader guided them down the ravine for several hours. 
Though the sun was completely hidden from view, it must have been 
descending, for the sky was slowly darkening and the light fading. 
The leader suddenly turned aside to the right and led them between 
a gap in the rocks. They followed a natural path up the hill, weaving 
around rock formations until they came beneath an overhang that 
formed a type of natural alcove that shielded them from the wind 
and hid them from spying eyes.

“We will camp here for the night,” said the man. He spoke to 
one of his companions, who went off, returning a moment later with 
some wood to make a fire.

“We keep stores of firewood hidden about,” said the man. 
“There are few trees about until one travels several miles further 
north or east of here. Lay down your burdens and be at ease.”

Quill and Gulk did so and joined the others in nestling near 
the rock wall.

“As you know already, I am Quill,” said Quill. “My Vulkarian 
comrade is Gulk.”

“I am Captain Ramfever,” said the leader. “And these are my 
lusty men.” He then proceeded to introduce them.

“Grumbear, Cockmoor, Ashlark, Poledark, Palefinger, 
Lankmor, Fishotter, Redvane, Lazyroj, Cadroller, Hairyjon, 
Quicksliver.”

A few of the men grunted or spared Quill a glance or a terse 
nod, but said nothing. It was hard to notice any features that would 
help him distinguish between the men, since all wore the same winter 
apparel that covered all but their faces, and all were bearded, either by 
choice or by simple negligence since such grooming was irrelevant to 
their present life and purpose. But he did notice the following:

Lankmor and Fishotter stuck close as if they had some 
special bond. But they certainly were not brothers, for Lankmor’s 
features were rather bold and angular, while Fishotter’s were more 
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rounded. More noticeably, Lankmor was the tallest of the entire 
group, while Fishotter was the shortest. It is said that birds of a 
feather flock together; yet it is also often the case that opposites 
attract.

Ashlark was the oldest. He had a salt and pepper goatee, and 
his speech betrayed education and breeding.

Quicksliver was among the youngest, with a wispy beard 
compared to the rest. He handled the bow as if it were a third arm.

Cockmoor was very thin. His hair was white and his skin so 
pale that he was practically invisible against the snow.

Poledark, brown haired, and Redvane, the only redhead, were the 
broadest, strongest looking men, though neither was as tall as Lankmor.

Grumbear’s stare was hard as stone.
Cadroller seemed the most amiable of the bunch, which 

wasn’t saying much.
As for Ramfever, his most distinguishing characteristic 

seemed to be an aura of natural leadership that exuded from his every 
move and utterance.

Quill also noted Ramfever’s description of his company as 
lusty, and glanced around. They seemed full enough of vigor, but he 
had seldom seen a grimmer group of fellows. No doubt their life was 
a hard and lonely one. He thought to ask about their families when 
Gulk spoke.

“Why have you not fled south beyond the wall of mist like 
most others?”

“Flee?” asked Ramfever. “We do not flee. We are the men of 
Wyrd Tal. We sent our women and children south. But we stay and 
fight. It is we who keep the evil Queen at bay.”

Quill raised a brow. “I believe the Ladies of the Summer 
Wind have some part in that. Is it not their magic that holds back 
the cold?”

Ramfever snorted and several of the men grumbled. “The 
Ladies of the Summer Wind! We do not need to hide under their 
dresses.”

“Hear, hear!” said several men.
Ramfever went on. “They may weave powerful magics, 

caressing the air with their slender hands and mouthing incantations 
with their full sensual lips, but it is we who are the vanguard.”
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“Who needs those full-breasted vixens and their sorcery?” 
grumbled Grumbear.

“Hear, hear!”
Redvane spoke up with gusto. “Their soft shapely bodies are 

fine for lying in the dark and having intercourse with invisible powers, 
but it is our hard bodies that are thrust in the front line for Vzan.”

“Hear, hear!”
Quill’s brows furrowed at the flavor of the descriptions. The 

men’s fervor seemed to increase and their breathing grew audible.
“Let the Ladies lie naked in the face of danger with us! Then 

you would see just how firm we stand!”
“Hear, hear! Let the wenches come!”
“As for the evil Queen,” said Poledark, “if she is so powerful, 

let her emerge from her palace and face our fifteen swords. She will 
see how things go once the men of Wyrd Tal are aroused!”

“Verily!” said Hairyjon. “We would soon have her on her knees—”
“Yes, yes! You have convinced me of your fervor,” said Quill, 

raising his hand in an attempt to halt the flurry of inappropriately 
suggestive pronouncements. “I have no doubt you are all valiant men. 
But, you mention fifteen. I count only thirteen here. Unless you were 
including me and Gulk in your festivities.”

“Two of our number stayed behind,” said Ramfever. “They 
should join us soon if there has been no mishap.”

Quill’s interruption seemed to have the desired effect, 
stemming the flow of the men’s imaginations and ending their lustful 
rants. Now, they seemed to become rather despondent, keeping 
silent and staring into the fire. Quill chose not to engage in further 
conversation out of fear of reawakening their repressed longings. 
Ramfever sent one man to keep watch around the camp.

After a short time, they heard talking a short distance away, 
and the two missing members of Ramfever’s randy rogues appeared 
with sacks and bundles.

“Ah!” said Ramfever, rising. “Jakdanz! Lustbadger! Did all go 
well?”

“Aye,” said Jakdanz. “Well enough.” They set their bundles 
down and nodded to one of the other men, who unwrapped the 
bundles and made some preparations. Then they sat down to warm 
their hands by the fire.
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“Any sign of the Queen’s servants?” asked Ramfever, 
resuming his seat.

“None, thankfully,” replied Lustbadger.
“Good,” said Ramfever. “Now we eat.”
Chunks of meat on skewers were handed to everyone, 

including Quill and Gulk. They roasted the meat over the fire and 
enjoyed their dinner.

“This is excellent venison,” said Quill. “Quite fresh. I saw no 
game animals since passing through the wall. In fact, few animals at 
all, apart from a few birds.”

“There are few about in this area,” said Ramfever. “One is 
lucky to bring down a bird, or the occasional hare. But there are still 
game animals in the woods a few miles from here.”

“I see,” said Quill, chewing his last morsel. “Is that where you 
found this animal?”

“No,” said Ramfever. “This was your pack animal that we 
slew with arrows.”

Quill nodded. Then he stopped chewing. He swallowed with 
effort. “You mean to say that this is Farabrund?”

“Farabrund?” asked Ramfever.
“The elkaron that was traveling with us,” said Gulk.
“Yes, as I said. Your pack animal,” replied Ramfever. “I sent 

Jakdanz and Lustbadger to skin and clean the carcass and bring back 
the meat.”

Quill wrinkled his nose and took a good draught of water.
“Would you like another skewer?” asked Ramfever, offering 

another.
Quill held up his hand. “I thank you, no. My appetite is more 

than sated.” Quill pinched the bridge of his nose, closed his eyes, and 
shook his head.

Gulk patted him on the shoulder. “Farabrund vowed to serve 
you in life or death. He has done both.”

“He vowed to serve me,” said Quill. “Not to be served to me.”
“Is something amiss?” asked Ramfever.
“It is of little matter,” said Quill with a sigh. “Now, Ramfever, 

I ask your intentions concerning us and our vital quest. I trust you 
will not hinder us.”

“Hinder you?” replied Ramfever with surprise. “On the 
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contrary, Ramfever and his lusty legion are going with you to fight 
the Queen. Is that not so, men?”

“Hear, hear!” exclaimed the men.
Quill frowned. “I am not sure—”
“But we are,” said Ramfever. “We will not hinder you, but 

neither can you hinder us. It is settled. Tomorrow we march north to 
the palace of the Queen of Pale Shadows. Let us now sleep, for we 
set off at first dull light of dawn.”

Quill was about to voice the objection that the Ladies of the 
Summer Wind might not have intended this, but thought it best not 
to bring up that sensitive topic again.

The men of Wyrd Tal retired. Gulk was snoring soon after 
wrapping himself in his fur cloak and lying down. Quill waited for a 
short while before moving to the edge of the camp to whisper with 
Chaba.

“Chaba?”
“Yes, I am here, obviously,” said the monkey doll.
“What do you think of this development? I am concerned 

that a larger group going north has a better chance of being seen.”
“As for that,” said Chaba, “these men move almost invisibly 

compared to us. They will be no disadvantage in that respect.”
“True,” said Quill. “And they are adept as archers. They will 

certainly make our group more formidable in battle.”
“And they seem to know the land as well or better than 

Gulk,” added Chaba.
Quill nodded. “I can think of no real disadvantage. As long 

as the subject of women is not brought up.”
“Their loneliness has greatly affected them,” said Chaba.
“To the point of obsession,” said Quill. “In any case, the 

choice has been made for me.”
“Must I stay hidden?” asked Chaba. “It will prove an 

annoyance and a difficulty.”
“I will reveal you in the morning before we set off. I simply 

wished not to introduce another unknown into the tense and 
questionable situation. Now, I sleep.”
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RIVER OF ICE

Quill awoke inside a cloud. Fog obscured his sight beyond 
a few yards and mist curled about the members of the camp. The air 
was cold and damp. He had the strange feeling that he had awakened 
from one world into another but the memory of that former world 
had dissolved along with the darkness of night. Perhaps he had 
dreamt again of the Queen of Pale Shadows, yet try as he might, he 
could not summon a single image of his dreams to his waking mind. 
He sat up, looked around, and saw the men of Wyrd Tal stirring from 
their slumber. He did not at first see Ramfever, and then realized it 
must be he who stood with another man at the edge of the rocky 
alcove, talking in quiet voices and staring out over the tumbles of 
stone. They looked to Quill like silhouettes of ghosts.

Quill stood and exercised his limbs to reduce his stiffness 
and warm up. Gulk rose like a small mountain being thrust up from 
the rocks. The ogre yawned and Quill almost flinched at the sight 
of his horrific black maw and tusk-like fangs. He scratched himself 
and gave Quill an enormous grin as if it were a sunny spring day and 
they were off to a picnic. Quill forced himself to smile back, feeling 
less than cheerful about his coming task and the world into which 
he had awakened. He wished he could go back to sleep and awake to 
find himself back in his villa in Aquilon watching a warm golden sun 
rising up from the tranquil Succulent Sea. The entire experience since 
setting off from Aquilon for his ancestral home in Corandor seemed 
nothing but a dream. He felt sure, in any case, that the dream world 
he had just left had been more pleasant than this.

Ramfever returned to the midst of the company. “We break 
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camp and set off immediately, following the Swen River to Velvet 
Wood. Leave no trace of our stay.”

While the camp was being cleared, Quill spoke to Ramfever.
“Although I hold no grudge for the deed, seeing as you and 

your men killed my companion and pack animal, not to mention 
the fact that you ate him, perhaps you would all be so kind as to 
distribute and carry the supplies he had been bearing for us.”

Ramfever nodded. “It would only be fair to do so.”
“Also,” said Quill, “if you could gather your men around for a 

moment, I have something I must share with you all.”
“Very well,” said Ramfever. Once the camp was cleared and 

everything packed, Ramfever called his men to attention and nodded 
at Quill.

Quill cleared his throat. “I must bring something to your 
attention, since you are bound to find out sooner or later as we travel 
together. I started out with three companions, but due to your fine 
aim, I now have only two.”

“We were aiming for you,” said one of the men. For the first 
time, a few of the men chuckled.

Quill cleared his throat. “Yes. Well, in any case. You see only 
one of my companions, this impressive Vulkarian, Gulk. The other 
may cause you even more wonder. Please do not be alarmed. Apart 
from his acerbic wit, he is completely harmless. Chaba, come forth.”

The monkey doll climbed out of Quill’s pack and leapt to his 
shoulder.

“This, gentlemen, is Chaba,” said Quill.
“Noble men of Tal Wyrd, I am pleased to make your 

acquaintance,” said Chaba with a small bow.
The men showed little response. Some muttered to 

themselves. Some stared with furrowed brows. Most went 
immediately back to their preparations.

Quill felt a bit let down, as he always did when people were 
not impressed by his companion.

Ashlark stepped closer and squinted. “It isn’t real.”
“I am not a real monkey,” said Chaba. “But I assure you, I am 

as real as you.” After a moment he spoke more quietly. “Well, perhaps 
I am not so sure of that.”

“What is it?” asked Ramfever.
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“He,” corrected Quill. “Chaba is my magical assistant. He, 
at times, has great wisdom, and will be valuable to our quest. Now, 
if we are ready? Ramfever, you and Gulk shall be the guides. Confer 
as you must. If there is disagreement, consult me. But otherwise, I 
look to your knowledge and wisdom to bring us by the fastest, and 
when possible, safest path north to the palace of the Queen of Pale 
Shadows.”

Within minutes they were making their way back through 
the rocks and clambering down to the gulch, where the fog was 
even thicker. After a brief conference between Gulk and Ramfever, 
the party set off north, keeping clear of the hidden slippery stream 
of ice in the middle. Gulk led the way, followed by a few men, then 
Ramfever and Quill, with the remaining men of Wyrd Tal trailing 
behind.

The fog brightened a bit, betraying evidence of the invisible 
rising sun. Once Quill’s mind was fully awake, his blood flowing, and 
his outlook on life brightening at least a bit, he asked Ramfever a 
question.

“Last night, I asked you what you meant by ‘real’ when you 
were first examining Gulk and me. What did you expect to have seen 
had we not been real?”

Ramfever grunted. “This question is not easily answered. The 
servants of the Queen take many forms. Some are animals of this 
world that have for some reason sided with the Queen, though they 
are in the minority among the denizens of Vzan. But we have also 
been threatened by and even engaged in conflict with other creatures 
that we have never seen before on this world. Some of those are 
creatures composed of ice or snow that take on a living form.”

“Those I have encountered,” said Quill, remembering the 
giant bowling snowballs at his mansion and the manifestation of the 
Queen made of living ice.

“But others are stranger still,” said Ramfever. “They are 
beings or beasts, not of ice and snow, but unlike any we have ever 
seen. Sometimes they are as solid as you or I, sometimes insubstantial 
phantoms, and sometimes varying between the two from moment to 
moment.”

“As if they had a tenuous existence in this world?” asked 
Chaba.
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Ramfever stared at the monkey doll. “Perhaps. I know little 
of such things. Forgive me for staring. After what I have seen, a 
talking doll should not be strange.”

“He has been my companion for years,” said Quill, “and I am 
still getting used to him.”

“And I to you,” said Chaba.
Ramfever almost cracked a smile. “I wish the other strange 

creatures I have encountered were so affable and amusing. Not all are 
openly hostile. Some seem to be observing us, some have even chased 
us, but in the end did nothing more than stare. Some seem unaware 
of our presence. But several were hostile and quite dangerous. I have 
lost a few men.”

“And there is no way to tell between those that are a threat 
and those that are not?” asked Quill.

“Not that we can tell,” said Ramfever. “That is what makes 
them all the more dangerous, and that is also why we can never let 
our guard down. With my own eyes, I saw one of my men slash at a 
beast and his sword pass through it as if it were naught but air, and a 
moment later, the same beast grow solid and pounce to kill him with 
its savage jaws.”

“They can control the substance of their bodies?” asked Chaba.
“How can such a thing be fought?” asked Quill in alarm.
“No, no,” said Ramfever. “I do not think they can control 

this. It seems random. For I have also seen one strike at a man and its 
insubstantial claws pass through the man as if the claws were naught 
but air, and a moment later, the man thrust the creature through and 
find its body solid as can be, killing the beast.”

“Extraordinary!” said Quill.
Ramfever nodded. “I fear that before we are through, you will 

witness such strange creatures yourself. I hope only that when you do, 
such random chance will act in your favor.” Ramfever then slowed his 
pace to converse with the men behind.

“Chaba, is what Ramfever says possible? Could he have 
misperceived?”

“With humans, misperception is always possible. Yet his 
experience is considerable, and he does not seem to be one easily 
deceived or given to flights of fancy. And his men witnessed these 
things too.”
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“What he describes is beyond strange. It is 
incomprehensible.”

“Incomprehensible? For now. Yet, I feel the nature of these 
creatures he has described may in some way hold the key to the 
mystery of this forever winter and of the Queen of Pale Shadows.”

“What do you mean?” asked Quill.
“I am not sure. It is only an intuition at this point. But even 

the moniker given to this strange woman that is rumored to be from 
another world may hold a clue. Pale Shadows. Such seems to be at 
times the nature of these entities that have appeared.”

“Yet they are sometimes solid and can kill,” said Quill.
“As in a dream,” said Chaba.
“I do not follow you,” said Quill.
“In a dream, things can be insubstantial, or they can seem 

solid and cause you harm.”
“But dreams cannot physically harm you,” said Quill.
“Not your true self. But your dream self is harmed, or thinks 

it is. Have you never been injured in a dream?”
“Yes,” said Quill. “But I still do not see what you are getting 

at. If you are saying this is all just a dream, then you are venturing 
into the area of metaphysics. And I do not see how that will help us 
on our quest. If life is but a dream, yet we think it real, it will be real 
to us.”

“The nature of reality is an intriguing topic of discussion, 
especially to one such as I, who is unsure of his true nature. But I 
was not speaking philosophically. I was speaking quite pragmatically 
of the phenomena this world faces, and the female being that is 
allegedly causing them.”

“I still do not follow you,” said Quill.
“Best not to at this point,” said Chaba. “I am lost in a 

labyrinth of facts and ideas. But they do seem to point in a certain 
direction. I will follow it and let you know if there is an exit from the 
maze.”

“Please do so if it has any bearing on our predicament,” said 
Quill. “Though at times you sound like someone who has been struck 
a blow on the head by a hammer, I know that a moment later, you 
can become wise beyond belief.”

“I am flattered,” said Chaba.
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As the day wore on, a wind rose from the north, blowing 
away most of the fog to reveal a pale sky mottled with shades of 
dull lavender. This slowly gave way to a sky almost as stark white as 
the snow. Soon the sky was so evenly illumined that it seemed they 
traveled in a world with no directions. Without landmarks, it would 
have been difficult if not impossible to know north from south or 
east from west. The gulch widened to about fifty feet. The party had 
stayed to the right side of the frozen river in the middle. The river 
was now swept clear of snow by the wind, revealing the thick opaque 
white ice underneath and depositing the displaced snow in drifts to 
either side. Quill noticed the ground taking a slight downgrade. It 
was then that he heard a low double whistle from one of the men 
behind him.

Ramfever raised his hand to halt the party, but the other 
men of Wyrd Tal had already stopped, prompted by the whistle. 
Quicksliver at the rear of the line pointed his two fingers at his eyes 
and then at a spot at the top of the rock ridge some way behind them 
to their left. Half the men pulled their bows from where they were 
strapped over their shoulders. They all watched and listened. Quill 
could see nothing but the white sky above the snow-covered stone, 
and hear nothing but his own breathing and the wind.

“There!” said Quicksliver, pointing to a spot above the rock 
wall on the other side.

For a moment Quill saw something rise above the crest of 
the cliff, but he could not make it out clearly. It was probably the 
head and shoulders of something, but whether human, animal, or 
something that was neither, he was not sure.

Ramfever motioned the men forward again, taking the lead, 
while Gulk dropped back to be closer to Quill. They marched in 
line, two by two. All men now had their bows in their hands, and 
long swords swung ready at their hips. The gully sloped further so 
that they were now traveling downhill. Twice more Quill caught a 
glimpse of movement above the rocks. And now he thought he heard 
a muffled sound coming from over the crest. It was clear to all that 
the party was being tracked. Ramfever quickened the marching pace.

“Whatever they are, perhaps they are only curious,” said 
Quill. “You are tallest, Gulk. Can you see what they are?”

“No,” said Gulk. “Normally I would expect perhaps 
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wolves. But what glimpses I catch do not look like wolves. And the 
vocalization they make is unlike any animal I know.”

Even as Gulk finished his sentence, the animal sound 
increased to a furor. It sounded almost like a combination of the 
hoots of owls and the grunts of apes.

Suddenly, five forms bounded over the rocks down toward 
them like mountain goats. Their bodies were almost like those of white 
apes, with longer front limbs than back, but their heads were more akin 
to those of earless dogs with very thick gray muzzles and slanting eyes. 
Long blue manes flowed back from the tops of their heads.

Quill heard the twang of arrows. Three of the creatures 
yelped and toppled down the rocks to land unmoving in the gully. 
The other two came on, and now several more appeared further 
ahead of them, bounding down the rocks toward the party. The men 
shot another volley of arrows and then half of them were forced to 
draw their swords while the other half continued to provide cover 
with their bows.

Quill drew his sword and waved it about to remind himself 
of its weight and feel. Chaba leapt into Quill’s backpack. As half a 
dozen of the creatures reached the bottom of the gully, Quill saw that 
even on all fours, their heads reached almost as high as his chest. Two 
of them ran at Quill and Gulk with savage cries.

But the creatures were at a disadvantage as they slipped on 
the river’s ice before reaching the party. The men used this to their 
advantage, meeting them at the river’s edge.

One pounced at Quill, but clumsily, due to unsteady footing 
at the bank of the river. Quill leapt to the side and slashed with his 
sword, striking a glancing blow. The creature yelped, turned, and 
sprang at Quill almost before he could raise his sword again. He 
held it out in a protective thrust and the creature impaled itself on its 
curved point. Quill turned back toward the left side of the gully just 
in time to see a large shape hurtling through the air upon him. He 
had no time to react.

A large club batted the shape away so close to Quill that 
he could feel the wind of its strike. The creature tumbled over the 
ground, lifeless. Quill turned to see Gulk giving him a smile. Quill 
nodded his head and turned to see yet more of the creatures passing 
over the crest of the hill to attack.
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Palefinger of Wyrd Tal was dead. A dozen beasts had been 
killed, felled by sword or arrow.

One of the men of Wyrd Tal shouted a warning and pointed. 
More creatures were coming over the hill to the right as well. And 
now, several were running toward them from behind down the gully. 
They were greatly outnumbered, and there was no telling how many 
still remained out of their sight.

“Retreat!” shouted Ramfever. “The river! Follow me!” At 
that, he made a running start and then slid on his backside down 
the river of ice. They all secured their weapons and followed. Quill 
made a running start just as one of the creatures came upon him. He 
slid onto the ice in a sitting position. The creature came after, but 
panicked as it lost traction, slipped and fell sideways. It slid off to the 
side and tumbled back into the snow on the left side of the river.

The frozen river descended at almost a thirty-degree angle 
now, though that varied as it went. Quill’s concentration was taken 
up with keeping himself from being thrown from the ice at the 
curves as he hurled downhill as if on a sled. At times, he was forced 
to kick against boulders on the bank to stay on the river’s ice, and 
once was nearly brained by a rock when he spun out of control. Gulk 
was sliding just behind and to his right. Most of the other men were 
ahead of him. Quill had lost sight of the creatures.

“Chaba!” said Quill over the rush of wind.
“Yes?” asked Chaba from the pack.
“Are we still being pursued?” asked Quill.
The flap of the pack opened and Chaba peeked out. “A few 

of the beasts still pursue, but they are falling behind. If I were you, I 
would worry much more about reaching the bottom in one piece, or 
about what awaits below.”

“Gulk!” called Quill to the amiable ogre who slid by him 
a few yards away. He smiled and waved at Quill unnecessarily. The 
Vulkarian actually seemed to be enjoying the experience.

“How does this river end? Not in any falls, I hope.”
“Not that I remember,” said Gulk. “Though anything could 

have changed with this strange weather. We should emerge onto 
Lake Tondra. I am sure it will be fine. Better in any case than falling 
prey to the jaws of those beasts.”

Just then Quill narrowly avoided flying off the river by 
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pushing off a fallen tree trunk at the edge. He still banged his 
shoulder in the process.

Quill focused his attention on what he was doing, and 
tried to ignore how the slide on the river would end. It would be 
an exaggeration to say he began enjoying the downhill journey, but 
perhaps he did in certain moments, and his tension about what lay 
below did ease a bit. This seemed to make the slide easier. But then 
Quill’s anxiety grew as the hill steepened again, and he and the others 
plummeted down the ice at a breathtaking pace.

The rocky walls on either side flew by. Soon, the rocks 
dwindled in height as they entered thicker woods. The river seemed 
to level off a bit. Their speed was still faster than that of a running 
man when they turned a final subtle bend and saw a frozen lake 
growing large before them.

“Lake Tondra!” said Gulk.
The river curved gently downward and leveled out perhaps a 

hundred yards before the mouth of the river met the metal-gray lake. 
Quill and the others had gained so much momentum that they slid 
another thirty yards on the level ice before coming to a smooth stop 
in a drift of snow. They made their way carefully off the right side of 
the river and climbed up the snow-covered shore. They saw no sign 
of the attacking beasts among the bare trees. The men of Wyrd Tal 
gathered to say a ritual prayer for Palefinger.

Quill consulted with Gulk.
“Those beasts seemed real enough,” said Quill.
“Sadly so,” said Gulk.
But when Quill drew his sword to examine it, he found no 

trace of blood.
“Odd,” said Quill.
“Perhaps they have since vanished like phantoms,” said 

Chaba. “And along with them, their bodily fluids.”
Quill frowned down at the blade. Then, despite its clean 

appearance, he thrust it in the snow and wiped it with a cloth before 
sheathing it in the oiled scabbard.
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KARAKUS

“Where now lies our path?” Quill asked Gulk.
 “A road hidden by the snow skirts the east side of the river. 

We follow that and then continue north through Velvet Wood for 
about two days. Beyond that we meet a path that will take us to the 
city of Karakus.”

“Is that city still inhabited?” asked Quill.
“No one knows, for no one has been to or from Karakus 

since the strange winter began.”
The men of Wyrd Tal finished their ritual. As the party 

followed the edge of the frozen lake east, they looked grim but 
determined.

The supposed road they followed sometimes ran by the lake, 
but at other times, it plunged further into the wood. In places, the 
dark gray trees became thick enough that, even though leafless, they 
hid the view of the lake. Quill noted their unique characteristics.

“Their branches curve and twist as if reaching out toward 
each other. We have nothing like this on Plemora.”

“I wish we were passing this way in spring or summer,” said 
Gulk. “Actually, it is early summer, but neither the land nor the trees 
know it. Usually the Velvet lanola trees are covered with a soft red 
fur in the spring that turns yellow in the summer and flakes off in 
the fall. The entire forest resembles a velvet tapestry of red and then 
glittering gold. For now, the trees slumber. I hope they will soon 
awaken and again show their splendor and beauty to Vzan.”

Within two hours they had passed the northern boundary 
of the lake. They journeyed on the winding path through the day. In 
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the woods, they saw some birds flitting about searching for food, and 
some small animals that emerged from their holes as it to make sure 
the snow still remained before retreating back into their burrows. 
Twice they saw ravens fly overhead, and once Chaba pointed out a 
white owl swooping silently over them like a winter ghost. The men 
and Gulk watched all the animals closely, as if to see some sign of 
whether they might be friend or foe, or if they might approach and 
have some news of events farther north. But none took more than a 
fleeting notice of the party. The animals seemed concerned only with 
their own survival, the same as animals in Plemora. 

For two days they marched through the woods under a 
sleeping gray sky. The air grew even colder as they journeyed farther 
north. In the nights they huddled close to their campfires and drank 
soup made from their food stock boiled with snow. Ever was Quill’s 
mind weighed down by his coming task, the probable killing of 
a beautiful woman he had kissed in his dreams. His mind traced 
the path back to Plemora, wondering how he had ended up in this 
monotonous frozen land and how he had agreed to offer his services 
to complete strangers. He lost himself in fantasies of his life back 
home, and found himself sharing them with Chaba.

When Quill had taken a brief steaming breath from gushing 
over the delightful comforts, curiosities, excitements, and wonders 
of his home in Aquilon, the region of Klove, and all the world of 
Plemora, Chaba spoke from Quill’s shoulder.

“Interesting,” said Chaba.
“What in particular?” asked Quill.
“You paint verbal pictures of your life in far brighter and 

happier colors than usual—perhaps in far brighter and happier 
colors than are warranted. Is your life back home really so sweet? You 
seldom speak of it thus.”

Quill thought for a moment, watching his boots trudging 
through the snow.

“Perhaps that life really is so sweet. Is my mind usually too 
dull, petty, or complaining to see it?”

“Juxtapositions of contrasting things create perspective,” said 
Chaba. “A red leaf looks even brighter red against the green of grass.”

Quill nodded. “A cold evening in Aquilon seems 
temperate compared to the freezing air of this place. And the soup 
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we ate last night tasted like the best soup I had ever eaten, while 
it surely was not.”

“But it was the best soup you had ever eaten because of that 
particular moment.”

“Can something be weighed only in comparison to 
something else?” asked Quill. “Is there then no objective truth of 
things?”

“It would seem thus at times,” said Chaba. “Such a question 
engages the entire lives of philosophers. However, in rebuttal to such 
a theory, I would say that your full and intense enjoyment of the soup 
did not depend on your comparing it to other soups you have eaten 
in the past.”

“That is true,” said Quill. “I have no answers to these 
universal questions, nor even the objective truth of soups, it seems. As 
for myself, if we ever make it home safely, I would ask you to remind 
me of the sweetness of my life whenever I fall into my short-sighted 
complaining moods.”

“When I have done so in the past, you have resented me for 
it,” replied Chaba.

“Perhaps at times, I have also not been grateful enough for 
you,” said Quill.

“I have often reminded you of that as well,” said Chaba.
On the third day since reaching the lake, they left the Velvet 

Wood behind and entered rolling hills dotted with sparse groves of 
trees. They found a marker for the road heading north of which Gulk 
had spoken, and trudged on, up and over windswept hills, between 
icy escarpments, and through shallow gullies thick with drifts of 
snow. They marched under a gray and white sky now swirling with 
clouds until the ambient silver light began to fade. 

They spent the night nestled in a small grove of fir trees 
where an island of stone blocked the wind, and their campfire was 
mostly hidden from prying eyes.

Quill dreamt as he had in his house in Corandor of a winter 
land with a pale lavender sky. But now he stood before a palace of ice 
at the foot of a mountain. He heard the muted sound of a woman’s 
voice singing a mournful wordless song like a siren of the snows. The 
huge doors of the palace swung silently inward and the voice became 
clearer. He walked through the archway and found himself in a large 
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chamber. The floors and walls were of polished white marble, except 
for some tall blue drapes on the wall to his right that glistened as 
if with frost. At the opposite end of the room was an empty white 
throne backed with a woven tapestry of varying shades of blue, white, 
silver, and gold.

The singing was coming from behind the blue curtains. He 
stepped over to the curtains, reached his hand to the center where 
they met and drew one of them aside.

“Quill. Awaken.”
Quill came back to consciousness and blinked his eyes open 

to see Chaba sitting on his chest. Quill grunted and pulled his cloak 
closer about him against the frosty air. The light of dawn shone 
between the branches of the evergreen trees in a sky of sullen gray. 
He shrugged Chaba off his chest, annoyed at suddenly recalling the 
dream and the inopportune time that the monkey doll had awakened 
him.

Soon, Gulk, Ramfever and the men of Wyrd Tal, and Quill 
with Chaba on his shoulder continued on their journey. The sparse 
woodland hills now took over, seeming ever the same under a blanket 
of white and a sky that looked almost the same as day wore on, so 
that it was hard at times to make out the horizon.

For five more days and nights they traveled without threat 
or hindrance. Each night Quill returned in his dreams to the palace 
of ice, and each night he awoke, either by someone’s prompting or by 
his own unconscious volition just at the point when he was about to 
draw aside the blue curtains to reveal who or what was behind them.

The next night, as they slept at the foot of a snowdrift near 
some trees, Quill was awakened in the dark by harsh whispers. The 
men of Wyrd Tal were stirring and pulling forth their swords or 
bows. Quill struggled from his cloak like a butterfly from its cocoon. 
He drew his sword from its oiled sheath. The man who was keeping 
watch spoke.

“Something flew overhead.”
“Perhaps an owl,” said one of the men.
“It was ten times that size or more,” said the watchman. “It 

blotted out the stars, and for a brief moment I saw it silhouetted 
against the crescent moon. It had a long tail like a snake. I could not 
make out its head.”
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Quill looked up and was struck speechless by a sky glittering 
with diamond points that seemed almost within his reach, and a thin 
crescent moon like a silver charm. It was the first time he had seen a 
clear sky in days.

They waited for several minutes, but saw nothing more.
“Back to sleep,” said Ramfever. “I’ll take over watch now. 

We’re only a couple of hours till dawn.”
Quill took some time falling back to sleep. The absence of 

the clouds had made the air even colder. And the thought of some 
flying thing swooping down and carrying him off to its nest as a 
meal did not help matters. He finally slept, and was woken up what 
seemed only a moment later by Chaba. If he had dreamt, he did not 
remember it.

The sky was again covered completely by clouds. Quill 
grunted in disappointment, hoping for a blue sky to relieve the 
monotony of white.

As the day wore on, the sky darkened, and snow began to 
fall. The hills on their left became rockier and soon they were skirting 
the edge of low cliffs. Quill did not know how they followed the 
road, except perhaps by Ramfever or Gulk’s knowledge, for it was 
completely covered by snow. For three more days and nights they 
followed the winding windy path between the cliffs, though in truth, 
Quill had lost count. The next day they continued on the same path 
until the light began to fade. The path slowly descended. When their 
view ahead was clear, Quill saw that they were entering a small valley. 
And nestled up against the left or west side of the valley was a sizable 
town of buildings, mostly low built wooden structures with a handful 
of steeples and towers. Gulk pointed down and spoke to Quill.

“This is the city of Karakus. Or at least, these are the 
buildings. The people have no doubt long since fled.”

Gulk was surely right, for even though the sinking sun had 
cast the town mostly in the shadow of the cliffs, they saw no lights, 
and no sign of fire or smoke of any kind.

They trudged down the hill and entered the city upon the 
same road, passing by the first abandoned structures, which were 
residences and farmhouses made of wood planking. The snow before 
them was untouched, as if newly fallen. No tracks or other disturbances 
could be seen in the whiteness that blanketed the entire city.
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“No one has been here for some time,” said Quill.
“That is for the best,” said Ramfever. “For only the Pale 

Queen’s servants abound this far north, and a few animals.”
“And some of them are her servants as well,” added Gulk.
“Need I remind you that phantoms leave no footprints?” 

asked Chaba.
“Chaba is right,” said Quill. “We cannot relax our guard until 

the Queen of Pale Shadows is...stopped.” Quill realized he had been 
about to say, “killed,” and had no wish to remind him of what might 
lie ahead.

“At least we will sleep indoors tonight,” said Ramfever.
They walked through the town, alert for dangers from any 

direction, even from above, after hearing the watchman’s recent tale 
of a flying creature.

Ramfever stopped them near the middle of town as they 
came abreast of a long low wooden structure. He went to the front 
doors with two of his men and, finding the doors open, entered. They 
returned a moment later.

“This will serve us well for the night,” said Ramfever.
They all filed inside as the sun vanished behind the cliffs.
“It looks to be a lodge or banquet hall of some kind,” said 

Quill.
The building was about thirty feet wide and twice as long, 

with a ten-foot high ceiling. A fireplace was built into the far wall. 
One antechamber was on the right rear side. The hall contained 
about a dozen long wooden benches and several large tables. Drab 
curtains covered several windows on each side. The place smelled of 
cedar. 

Ramfever directed two of his men to pass through the door 
leading to the antechamber and search there. As the men did so, the 
rest of the company relieved themselves of their baggage and rested 
either on the floor or on stumps of wood that had obviously served 
as chairs for meetings. They did not need to go outside for firewood, 
for a supply of cut logs of various sizes was piled not far from the 
chimney.

“Convenient!” said Quill, gesturing at the pile. “Now only if 
there was a warm meal prepared for us.”

“Served by comely wenches,” added Redvane.
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The men soon returned with a black kettle and some kitchen 
utensils.

“Some flour and a bit of old dried meat, still edible,” said 
Poledark. “We can make soup in this kettle.”

“Excellent!” said Quill, finding himself smiling for the first 
time in days. He threw off his cloth gloves and rubbed his hands 
together with anticipation.

“We still have some frozen elkaron meat!” said Grumbear.
Quill’s smile faded. His stomach growled, though whether 

in hunger or in revulsion at the idea of eating his former traveling 
companion, Farabrund, he was unsure.

“Noble Farabrund continues to serve, even in death,” said 
Chaba, seeming to read his thoughts.

Quill sighed. “Yes. He will make a most noble supper. If I 
can keep it down.”

“You would dishonor his memory if you did not,” said 
Chaba.

“Very well, very well!” snapped Quill. “Do not remind me 
again of Farabrund. The farther he is from my mind when dinner is 
ready, the better chance I have of eating it.”

“Chaba is right,” said Gulk. “Do not let your heart be 
troubled. This is the way of things. Life lives off life. Do you never eat 
such animals in your world?”

“In fact, we do,” said Quill. “I do. But they do not speak. 
And we do not eat our animal friends, which we call pets. Well, not 
usually. Perhaps if one lives on a farm...” Quill shrugged. “Let us 
discuss it no further.”

“As you wish,” said Gulk, nodding. He patted Quill on the 
back and almost knocked him to the floor.

Quill grinned and patted Gulk also on his huge back. It was 
like slapping a brick wall covered with a fur coat. He grimaced at the 
sting and tingle in his cold hand.

But soon torches and a fire were lit, and the smell of the 
soup and Quill’s hunger overcame his earlier compunctions. A stout 
beam was slid through built-in slots to bar the front doors. The eight 
windows had heavy diamond-shaped panes. In the end, they were 
still only fragile glass compared to the stout doors, but at least they 
were set fairly high and anything coming through them would have 



ROBERT ZOLTAN

102

to climb. For the first time, no watch was needed until they slept.
The men visibly relaxed. When dinner was ready, Quill 

ingested the first spoonful with hesitation and a certain amount of 
guilt. But the warm liquid and the excellent flavor made him forget 
his short-term friendship with the Elkaron and remember only his 
hunger. He slurped up the rest of the bowl with relish, as Gulk and 
the men of Wyrd Tal joined in. The hall was slowly warming up to a 
comfortable temperature. Finally being indoors from out of the cold 
and having warm soup in their bellies made the men of Wyrd Tal less 
grim than Quill had ever seen them. They broke out a flask of liquor, 
which they passed around. Quill took a swig. It was a kind of brandy 
with a very dark flavor and texture.

“Delicious!” said Quill. “Only do not tell me it is made from 
the blood of elkarons.” He laughed. Several men joined him.

“No,” said Lankmor. “Not the blood of elkarons.”
Quill paused and stared at the man. “What is it made from?”
“Better not to ask,” said Poledark.
“You need know only that we call it Black Dog Brandy,” said 

Fishotter with a wicked smile.
Quill’s eyes widened. The men of Wyrd Tal and Gulk broke 

out in great peals of laughter. Chaba bounced up and down as he 
sometimes did when greatly amused. Quill decided it was best to take 
it all as a joke. He grabbed the bottle back from one of the men, took 
a long swig and made an exaggerated sound of enjoyment, smacking 
his lips. “Ah!”

The men continued their laughter. Suddenly, Redvane, who 
had been rummaging again in the kitchen, burst forth from the door 
with a small cask in his arms. “Blind fools! You missed this cask of 
ale!”

“Ale?” said Lankmor, rising.
“Well, it smells of ale,” said Redvane. “But it’s frozen solid.”
“Bring it by the flame!” exclaimed Fishotter.
They put it so near the hearth that Quill was worried the 

cask would catch fire. But the risk paid dividends sooner than caution 
would have. After a couple of failed attempts, they turned the spigot 
and out flowed a golden brew. Redvane caught it in a cup, smelled it, 
and then took a cautious sip. Then he took a large gulp.

“Aye, it’s ale!” said Redvane. “And fine ale at that!
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The men of Wyrd Tal cried out with joy. Gulk smiled, his 
tusks gleaming in the firelight. They found as many cups as they 
could in the kitchen, and soon, everyone but Farabrund was enjoying 
some of Karakus’ finest ale. Although, considering that Farabrund 
was now in their stomachs, perhaps he was enjoying it too.

All trace of the former grim lonely warriors was now gone. 
The men of Wyrd Tal became lusty and boisterous, which Quill 
guessed might be their normal character when in safe environs and 
provided with good food, drink, and women folk. Of course, the 
women folk were missing. Seeing the looks in the men’s eyes, he 
decided he would wrap his cloak extra tightly about him tonight, and 
before he sailed off into the sea of dreams, he would have Chaba keep 
watch on his stern.

“Tell us a tale of one of your exploits, hero!” said Hairyjon.
Quill turned to see if the man was mocking him, but he 

seemed jovial and sincere. The other men agreed and egged him on.
“Yes, please do,” said Ramfever. “Tell us a tale of this other 

world in which you find adventure, this Flambora.”
“Plemora, Captain,” corrected Quill. “And I need not find 

adventure. Adventure finds me.”
The men laughed on. They refilled their cups with ale, and 

then grabbed benches and set them up surrounding Quill.
Quill pretended to be startled. “I now seem to have no 

choice. I am surrounded!”
“Yes,” said Gulk, sitting on the floor since the benches would 

not hold his bulk. “Tell us one that includes your most excellent 
companion, Chaba.”

“Only if he will help in the telling,” said Quill, feeling 
unusually generous toward the monkey doll.

“I shall remain offstage,” said Chaba, hopping up to Gulk’s 
huge shoulder for a better view. “And only interrupt to embellish 
when necessary.”

“He means to correct when necessary,” said Quill.
This brought more laughter. Quill raised his hand for peace. 

“Hmm. So many adventures, so many harrowing tales of horrors 
barely escaped. Which one shall I choose?”

Lazyroj, who had imbibed even more than the rest, left to 
relieve himself outside.
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“Go with him, Lustbadger,” said Ramfever. “Lazyroj might 
not be able to find his way back.”

“Hell, he can’t even find his own prick!” said Poledark.
The men of Wyrd Tal laughed.
“Maybe you can help him with that, Badge!”
The man called Lustbadger grinned and gave them a rude 

gesture before following Lazyroj out into the bitter evening cold. 
Snow swirled in from outside in the brief moment that the doors 
were open.

“Looks like a snowstorm,” said Ramfever. “Good thing we 
found shelter. Now, Quill, tell on!”

Quill glanced around again at the faces of the lusty eager 
men, and a memory came to mind. “Ah, yes! I know of one adventure 
that may hold some interest for you. The Adventure of the Phantom 
Courtesan!”

“The Adventure of the Phantom Courtesan!” exclaimed Chaba. The 
monkey doll held his head with both hands. “Well, gentlemen, if this story 
does not warm your heart, it may warm other places.”

The men cheered.
Quill raised his hand for silence. He cleared his throat and 

titled his chin up, and his eyes took on a faraway look, as if he were 
gazing across worlds.

“In the wide world of Plemora, there is no larger, diverse 
and more decadent city than the city of Merth. Filling a maze of 
windblown streets and alleys, hidden in a dark crowd of towers and 
mansions, a cornucopia of strange delights and horrific dangers await 
the unwary.

“It was on a warm summer’s night beneath a full moon when 
I strode down Kiss and Kill Lane with Chaba upon my shoulder, 
seeking a business contact whom I was to identify by his hunched 
back, incredibly long moustache, and strange manner of speech.”

“As if the hunchback wouldn’t be enough!” said Ashlark.
Laughter ensued.
“Quiet!” yelled Ramfever. “Quill has the floor.”
“As I was saying, I was striding down the lane when Chaba 

and I heard the most blood-curdling scream...”
A muffled scream came from somewhere outside the front 

door.
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“Yes!” said Quill, holding up one finger. “Rather like that, but 
a bit higher in tone.”

Another scream sounded.
“Not exactly right, but closer,” said Quill. Then it dawned 

on him that the screams were not planned, as the men of Wyrd Tal 
snatched at their weapons.

“Bowmen!” ordered Ramfever, grabbing his sword and a 
torch and racing toward the door. Quicksliver’s bow was already in 
his hand, and two other archers joined him. They covered Ramfever 
as he reached the doors with Hairyjon. “Be ready to close and bar the 
doors. Jakdanz and Cadroller, watch the windows.”

“Can’t see anything through the frosted panes,” said 
Cadroller.

Quill grabbed his sword and stepped forward slowly, tense 
and alert. Gulk ran to the door with his huge club in hand.

Ramfever stood ready as Hairyjon braced to open the doors. 
The archers had their arrows trained.

Gulk placed his hand on Ramfever’s shoulder. “Allow me.” 
Ramfever nodded. Gulk took the torch in his free hand as Hairyjon 
swung open the doors. The torch was almost blown out by the wind 
that whistled into the lodge, hurling snow into the room.

Gulk stepped out the doors, with Ramfever close behind. The 
bowmen filed out after. The storm had grown so fierce that Ramfever 
and the other men of Wyrd Tal did not stray far from the entrance. 
They shouted the names of their missing comrades in the whistling 
wind. Gulk bounded forward and disappeared in the swirling 
darkness. Quill and the rest of the men waited with ready swords. A 
short time later, Gulk reappeared, powered with snow, and everyone 
filed back into the lodge.

Ramfever cursed. He shook snow from his face, beard and 
hair. “Close those damn doors and bar them!”

“What did you find, Gulk?” asked Quill.
“Visibility is poor at best,” said Gulk. “I see nothing in 

the darkness and hear naught but the wail of the wind. I am sorry, 
Captain Ramfever. Your men are gone. The only trace of them is a 
place in the snow near the lodge where they relieved themselves of 
ale.”

All jollity had vanished like snow in a fire.
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“You don’t think they could have lost their way in the storm?” 
asked Grumbear, doubtfully.

“Of course not,” said Ramfever. “Their tracks lead only a few 
steps from the door.”

“Saw you any other sign?” asked Cockmoor.
Ramfever was silent a moment. “None.”
The men murmured and watched the windows and front 

door.
“I forgot, there’s a door leading outside from the kitchen!” 

said Redvane.
“Secure it!” said Ramfever. “However you need to. Make this 

place a fortress until morning!”
Quill’s own cheerful mood had been dashed on the rocks. 

Chaba climbed up to his shoulder and spoke in hushed tones.
“Your comic tale was cut short by tragedy.”
Quill sighed. “I have liked nothing about this quest, Chaba. 

Nothing.”
Chaba had no more to say.
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NIGHT TERRORS

Quill helped the men secure the windows and doors as well 
as they could, but they had no hammer and nails to board them up. 
After the men were finished, the door leading into the kitchen was 
kept open. The men gathered again near the fire, keeping watch from 
where they were.

“We’ve done what we could,” said Ramfever. “We have no 
idea what it was or if it will come back. If something really wants to 
get in, it would be hard to keep it out of the windows, especially if it 
can fly.”

“Or climb,” said Quill.
“Meaning?” asked Lankmor.
“If the two men—”
“Lustbadger and Lazyroj,” said Redvane.
“Yes, of course,” said Quill. “If Lustbadger and Lazyroj were 

near this structure when they were taken, it could be on the roof. That 
would also explain why you saw no footprints of an attacker, Captain 
Ramfever.”

The men murmured and looked upward in alarm.
“That’s possible,” said Ramfever, nodding. “But it would be 

much harder to break through the roof than the windows as far as I 
can see. Whatever and wherever it is, no one goes out for any reason 
till morning. Relieve yourself in a bucket or whatever you can use in 
the kitchen. Now, let’s get some sleep if we can. Two will keep watch 
at two-hour intervals. Hairyjon and Poledark first.”

“Keep watch, Chaba,” whispered Quill to his monkey doll 
friend. “Wake me at any sign of danger.”
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“You may count on me,” said Chaba.
Quill knew he could, for Chaba did not sleep, nor was Quill 

aware if the monkey doll even had the capacity to do so. But he did 
sometimes fall into a rather dumbfounded trance. At such times, 
Quill wondered where his little mind went. He wondered what 
Chaba would do if something out in this storm ended Quill’s life this 
very night. Would he find another adventurous companion? Perhaps 
this time, a sorcerer like his former master, Morbis the Mysticator?

These thoughts and every little sound, such as the popping 
of the fire, kept Quill awake for some time. When he finally did fall 
asleep, he dreamt that something was trying to break into the lodge. 
He jerked awake. Chaba seemed to be staring at Quill, looking no 
more alive than any other doll. But then he spoke.

“Bad dream?”
“Yes,” said Quill with a sigh.
“Be at ease,” said Chaba. “Should something horrific break 

into the lodge, you shall be the first to know.”
“Thank you. That is comforting.” Quill checked to make sure 

his drawn sword was nearby, but not so near that he might cut his 
own throat by accident. Then he turned over and eventually fell back 
asleep.

For the first time in many nights, he dreamt of the ice palace 
again, and heard the siren call of the beautiful voice leading him 
across the chamber to the blue curtains. Just as he was about to draw 
them aside, he jerked awake.

Quill heard a crash and a scream. Pieces of wood and piles 
of snow covered the floor several yards away. Wind was whistling 
through the lodge and snowflakes drifted down from above. Two 
dark holes gaped in the ceiling. Everyone scrambled up, weapons in 
hand. Quicksliver, Jakdanz, Cadroller, and Ashlark pointed arrows at 
the holes in the ceiling, but nothing was coming through except the 
snow.

 “Where are Hairyjon and Poledark?” asked Ramfever.
“Gone!” said Fishotter. “When I awoke, I saw Hairyjon being 

whisked up through one of the holes in the ceiling.”
“Whisked up how?” asked Ramfever.
“I couldn’t tell.”
Ramfever cursed.
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Jakdanz had moved underneath one of the holes for a better 
view, his arrow still fitted to the bow.

“Stay away from there!” said Ramfever.
Jakdanz turned. Suddenly a dark rope-like object whipped 

down around Jakdanz’s neck. He did not even have time to scream. 
His bow clattered to the floor as he was pulled up through one of the 
openings. Quicksliver shot his arrow at this black rope, but missed.

More curses came from Ramfever.
“What shall we do?” asked Quill.
“Stay away from those holes!” said Ramfever. “Gather up 

your things. We may have to flee this lodge.”
“But at least we have some cover in here,” said Quill.
Just as Quill finished speaking, there was another crash and 

wood debris mixed with snow rained down from above. Suddenly, 
something wrapped around Quill’s neck. He grabbed at the rope as 
he felt it jerk from above. He was pulled into the air a couple of feet 
and suddenly stopped. The tautness of the rope eased.

Gulk had leapt up and clutched the rope with one hand and 
was pulling down upon it, but it seemed to be lifting even his heavy 
bulk off the floor. Lankmor leapt over and slashed at the rope just 
above Quill’s head, once, twice, thrice, and Quill fell. He collapsed 
on the floor, and fought to unwrap the cord from his neck. It had 
a warm feel to it, was as thick as two of his fingers, and seemed as 
strong as leather. A bluish liquid seeped out from where Lankmor 
had cut it. Gulk helped remove the last loop from Quill’s throat and 
tossed it on the floor.

Ashlark knelt down and examined it.
“This is either a tail or a tentacle of some kind,” said Ashlark. 

“Definitely from something living.”
“And definitely not a phantom,” said Ramfever.
Two more crashes were heard and more debris showered 

them from above.
Two more men were snatched. One was jerked up through 

the ceiling before anyone could help him. The other, Cadroller, was 
held by the men until they could cut the coil that held him with their 
swords. Quicksliver and Cockmoor shot arrows through the holes, 
though no one could tell if they had any effect.

“Who did we lose?” asked Ramfever.
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“Grumbear!” replied Fishotter.
“We have to get out of here!” said Ramfever. “Grab your 

things and follow me!” With a torch in one hand and his sword in 
the other, he ran for the front door, steering wide of the existing holes 
in the ceiling.

Quill threw on his pack, and Chaba hid himself inside. He 
and Gulk followed after Ramfever with the remaining men of Wyrd 
Tal.

Quicksliver and Cockmoor kept arrows ready, hoping to have 
a clear target once they were outside.

They flung open the front doors. The night whistled in. 
Ramfever paused to watch and listen as the two archers came 
forward. He stepped out into the night, holding his torch aloft, but 
the flame fluttered and was nearly snuffed out in the swirling snow 
and wind, and showed only a small arc of light around them.

“Can’t see anything to shoot at,” said Cockmoor.
“The torch may only serve to reveal our location,” said Quill.
“I would not worry about the torch,” said Ashlark. “It is likely 

that these things can see well enough in the dark.”
“Well, we have to see where we’re going,” said Ramfever, 

glancing for a moment at the unseen town that he knew was all 
around them. “In a line. Stop for nothing, no matter what happens, 
unless I say. Now, let’s go!”

Ramfever dashed off in the direction they knew was north 
and everyone followed in a single line.

Quill ran on, barely able to see the man in front of him, 
terrified that at any moment he would feel something wrap around 
his throat, jerk him into the air and deliver him to some horrific end. 
Perhaps they were giant lizard-like birds hunting for food for their 
offspring, or flying squid hunting for prey. The only small comfort he 
had came from knowing that Gulk ran right behind him.

They ran on for some time, eventually making their way up 
a rocky path. At least twice Quill thought he heard someone cry out, 
but they never paused in their flight.

Finally the uphill path leveled out and Quill ran for some 
time through a dark world of swirling snow. All he could hear now 
was the sound of his own breath. When he felt as if he were about 
to drop from exhaustion, he heard Ramfever calling a halt to their 
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march. By the light of the torch, Quill barely made out Ramfever’s 
face, and near him, the trunk of a tree.

“We shelter from the sky in this grove. No talking, no 
sounds.”

They followed him, and found themselves walled in by 
several trees. They each sat close beside a trunk, catching their breath, 
and holding their swords at the ready. Ramfever put out the torch. 
After what was perhaps an hour, they heard the Captain’s voice again.

“All right, hopefully we’re in the clear. Roll call. When I say 
your name, respond.”

When Ramfever was done, they realized that they had 
lost two more men: the white-haired Cockmoor, and the amiable 
Cadroller.

“We will grieve when we have time for that luxury,” said 
Ramfever. “For now, keep your mind on the mission. And try to sleep. 
I will keep watch. The hour of dawn cannot be far off.”

The company spoke not a word. Now only Quill, Chaba, 
Gulk, Captain Ramfever, Lankmor, Fishotter, Quicksliver, Ashlark, 
and Redvane remained. Quill wondered if the quest was worth the 
loss. It had already cost the lives of the elkaron and ten good men. 
It might cost Quill his own before it was over. Whenever he found 
himself asking what in Plemora he was doing here, he reminded 
himself of the danger to his own world, to be cursed with a winter 
that never gave way to spring. The dark, the constant clouds and 
oppressive cold seemed to have dampened even Chaba’s spirits, 
for the monkey doll usually gave some form of support—if not 
encouragement, then teasing or chastisement that still served to rouse 
Quill’s spirits in some way. But Quill’s little companion stayed in his 
pack, as silent and still as if he had reverted to being nothing but a 
lifeless doll.

It seemed to Quill that someone had roused him just after 
he had closed his eyes. But he saw the pale light of dawn through 
the pine branches, and the other men were stirring. Ramfever was 
looking out from the edge of the semicircle of trees. Beyond the trees, 
Quill could see only white.

“We press on after a sip of water and what breakfast we 
have,” said Ramfever.
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A few minutes later they were again trudging through the 
snow. Captain Ramfever led the way with Ashlark, Quicksliver and 
Redvane right behind him. Lankmor and his constant companion, 
Fishotter, brought up the rear behind Quill and Gulk. Now no path 
at all seemed apparent, only a blanket of white that rolled over one 
low hill after another. Quill felt as if he were trapped in some white 
limbo and wondered if he would ever escape. Still fatigued from 
the night before, and hypnotized by the white sky and land, he felt 
himself growing drowsy and nearly falling asleep on his feet. To keep 
himself awake, he spoke to Gulk who strode dutifully at his side. He 
knew if he asked the Vulkarian, the selfless hulk would carry Quill 
like a baby while he slept. Even had he and Gulk been the only two 
here, it was beyond Quill’s dignity to even consider this.

“What is our road now, Gulk?” asked Quill.
“Only north, Quill. Ever north. We follow known routes, 

but all roads are now hidden in the snow. We can only use major 
landmarks to be sure of our way. Even the sun hides, so that we can 
only discern our general direction. These are the Wandering Hills. 
They continue for many leagues. If we are fortunate, we will come 
to the frozen Monlish River, and then we can follow that all the 
way to the Hush Valley. Just beyond that, at the foot of the Ruvgar 
Mountains, we will find the palace of the Queen of Pale Shadows.”

“How many more days?” asked Quill.
“I would estimate another week,” said Gulk.
“So long? We have no fear of running out of water since it is 

frozen all around us. But our food supplies will not last for a return 
journey.”

“Probably not,” said Gulk. “We will have to hunt and forage, 
if there is anything left to hunt or forage. Or, if we succeed in our 
task, perhaps the frozen curse will lift quickly, and the animals will 
return from the south or emerge from their hiding. Though I fear it 
may take some time for spring to come again.”

“We shall see,” said Quill. He touched the handle of his 
sword, and even through his glove he could dimly feel its enchanted 
warmth on his cold hand. Would he be forced to use this warm 
weapon in cold blood? Surely this Queen could be reasoned with. 
But then he remembered her giant living image of ice that had 
attacked them in his house back in Corandor. It seemed likely that 
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force would have to be used. Not only that, but stealth, since it was 
sure that her palace was guarded. He would not be facing another 
warrior; he would be killing a woman as if he were a paid assassin 
creeping upon her in shadows. As if he were a paid assassin? There 
was no as if. It was exactly what he was. The only question that 
remained was whether or not he would be paid. And would he even 
want to be?

“You must have firm resolve, and a heart like the ice that 
hangs from the branches.” It was Chaba, emerging from his backpack 
onto Quill’s shoulder, and just in time, as if he had been reading 
Quill’s mind.

“What choice do I have?” asked Quill.
“Since you are the Incomparable Quill, none.”
Quill sighed and nodded. The appellation and his reputation 

were of little comfort. He spoke out of the corner of his mouth, so 
that only the monkey doll could hear. “Perhaps I would be lucky to 
freeze to death before we reach this Queen. It seems impossible that 
the temperature could drop any further. Yet with every step north, it 
seems to do so. It is so cold I fear my balls will freeze and fall of.”

“Worry not,” said Chaba. “If they do, I shall retrieve them 
and you may keep them as a family heirloom.”

“Chaba, if that happens, I will have no family.”
“Ah. A potent objection.”
Endless days of numbing white and black nights of frozen 

silence passed. The men spoke little. The days held the possibility of 
danger, but unless they were attacked by something matching the 
surroundings, it would not be difficult to spot an enemy’s approach in 
a landscape of white and a sky of silver gray. The nights held far more 
terror. In the frozen dark, only the sound of the wind could be heard. 
They lived in those dark hours only with their own breathing, their 
fears, and the memory of their comrades’ deaths. And yet, as cursed as 
they seemed, some blessing must have been upon them, for they were 
no longer threatened by man, beast, or phantom.

They were plagued only by their own doubts and fears. In 
addition, Quill was plagued by the recurring dream of the ice palace, 
the siren song, and the blue curtains. With the white limbo world, 
the fear of attack, the knowledge of the awful task that lay ahead 
of him, and the dream that left him maddened each morning as he 
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awoke just as he was pulling the blue curtains aside, Quill now found 
himself eagerly desiring the end of the journey. He only wished to 
face it and be done with it, whatever it meant. He felt that if he 
traveled another week, he would wander off into the darkness one 
night, to find a soft snow bank, lie down, and leave this grim reality 
in which he was trapped.

But then one morning, they woke up to a clear vivid blue 
sky. The sun gave little warmth, and it was so cold that it seemed as if 
crystals hung in the very air. But the color of the sky and the sight of 
the sun for the first time in over two weeks lifted Quill’s spirits just 
a bit, if simply by the change of pattern to his senses and thoughts. 
The other men seemed similarly affected. Late that morning they 
ascended a steep hill, laboring through deep snowdrifts for almost an 
hour. Ramfever was the first to reach the top, and called back down 
to the others after a moment.

“We are closer than I believed. And yet...well, come up and 
see.”

Quill looked up. Gulk nodded and gave Quill a smile that, if 
not happy, was at least relieved and determined.

Quill and the others reached the crest and looked out. Chaba 
emerged from Quill’s pack and joined them.

They were standing on a ridge under the vast blue vault of 
the sky. Looking north, a shallow vale stretched out for about a mile. 
It looked like a giant shallow dish of snow. The ridge continued east 
to their right along an uneven line for an undeterminable distance. 
Ahead to their left the ridge curved inward to create one side of the 
bowl and joined with mountains of jagged dark blue stone crowned 
with snow and ice.

“I see,” said Gulk. “This is not good.”
“And yet, not totally unexpected,” said Ramfever.
“What do you mean?” asked Quill. “Is this the Hush Valley 

you spoke of? It looks quite shallow.”
“On the contrary,” said Ramfever. “It is a perhaps a thousand 

feet down to the bottom.”
“A thousand feet?” asked Quill, furrowing his brows. “It looks 

no more than two hundred from here.”
“It is filled with snow,” said Gulk.
“Surely not that much!” said Quill. “I do not doubt that drift 
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could be much higher than our heads, but not eight hundred feet.”
“I have been here once before, many years ago,” said 

Ramfever. “This is no longer a valley. It is now a sea of snow. There is 
no way for us to cross it.”

Quill still doubted, but had no choice except to trust to their 
knowledge. He looked toward the east, but the valley continued on 
for miles, being much longer west to east than north to south. He 
then surveyed the ridge to the west that curved north to disappear 
into a single peak of rock that blocked their view to the north. “This 
ridge seems to be almost a natural path. If there is a way through 
or around that peak, it is probably faster than the valley would have 
been anyway.”

““If not, we must go over it,” said Ramfever. “The valley 
continues east for many miles. And we certainly cannot go around 
from the west.” He pointed and moved his finger to indicate the hills 
to the south and west giving way farther north to endless dagger-like 
hills of sheer ice and rock.

“Yes,” said Quill. “A snowdrift deep as a sea would be easier 
to navigate than that.”

Gulk was frowning at the small peak rising up from the ridge 
ahead.

“What troubles you, Gulk?” asked Chaba. “The gradation 
north on this ridge is more gradual, and the topography less extreme.”

“Yes,” agreed Quill. “More a very large hill than a mountain, 
at least until you get near the top. Then it seems to rise into a peak. 
Do you know if there is a way through?”

Gulk’s grimace was not a comforting sight. “There is a way 
through. But none go that way.”

“Why not?” asked Fishotter.
“A fell beast guards that path.”
Quill sighed in exasperation. “Why is it that the only 

possible road to a destination is always guarded by a fell beast?”
“Is that so?” asked Gulk, surprised.
“Quill speaks in hyperbole,” said Chaba.
“It seems it is always so for us,” said Quill. “It is never: ‘Oh, 

first we must brave the tunnel of Forgotten Erotic Pleasures, cross 
the Hills of Extraordinary Pastries, journey down the River of Fine 
Red Wine, and arrive at the Valley of Happy Naptime.”
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Quill shook his head in disgust. “Go on, Gulk. Tell us of this 
creature that will soon be sucking out my bone marrow and using my 
skin for a party hat.”

“Forgive Quill,” said Chaba. “He is tired and irritable.”
“And hungry,” said Quill.
“And hungry,” repeated Chaba.
“And cold,” added Quill.
“And cold,” echoed Chaba.
“Of these four things, there are three from which Chaba 

never suffers,” said Quill.
“But neither can I enjoy the pleasure of a delicious meal, or 

the joy of a warm bath, or the pleasure of a woman’s—”
“Yes, yes, Chaba,” interrupted Quill. “I’m sure everyone gets 

the point. Now, as to the nature of this fell beast.”
“Few have seen it and lived,” said Gulk.
“Unsurprising,” said Quill with morose cynicism.
“Can you tell us nothing more?” asked Chaba.
“Chaba,” said Quill, “if we are forced to take this path, 

perhaps the less I know the better.” 
“I am simply trying to gain some information that may give 

us an advantage,” replied Chaba. “For instance, is it known when the 
creature is likely to sleep?”

Gulk shook his head. “Its behavior is unknown, apart from 
the fact that it tries to kill any who encounter it. It is said to be 
immense. But descriptions are vague since those few who glimpsed it 
and lived were terrified and running for their lives.”

“No doubt an appropriate reaction,” said Ramfever.
Gulk nodded. “Apart from that, I know only the legend of its 

origin.”
“That may prove helpful,” said Ashlark.
Gulk glanced once more up at the small peak. “Once, a great 

wizard of Vzan named Diamalo summoned a fearsome creature, 
either demon or beast, from another dimension to guard his keep. 
Diamalo vanished over a hundred years ago. His guardian lives on. It 
is called the Quazerak, though no one knows the origin of the name. 
Now it guards nothing, having no purpose, but still slaying any who 
approach its domain. I would not dare risk such a path were I not in 
the presence of a Quill.”
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Quill pretended to examine some detail of the peak, 
embarrassed at Gulk’s statement in the presence of the men of Tal 
Wyrd. When he glanced back at Gulk, the ogre was smiling with 
ingenuous admiration. Quill forced a plastic smile onto his face. 
Personally, his hope was more firmly placed in Gulk’s strength and 
club, or Quicksliver’s skill with the bow. He again felt crushed under 
the weight of responsibility as the savior of this world, and felt, not 
for the first time, like a complete charlatan, exposed naked on this 
frozen crest for all the world to see. The fact that they probably 
weren’t going to pay him reduced his guilt a fraction. The fact that he 
was probably going to be eaten by some horror in these mountains 
reduced it considerably more. He closed his eyes and pinched the 
bridge of his nose as he felt a headache approaching. Why had he 
agreed to this mad errand? Oh, yes. It was not only Vzan, but his 
own world of Plemora that could end up perpetually frozen. Would 
that be so bad? One could grow used to the cold, and it was damned 
peaceful and quiet. Not the strife and noise and tumult of Spring, nor 
the restless hot energy of Summer, nor the active decay and desperate 
bluster of Autumn. Only the serenity, the whispered words and 
secret order of winter, her quiet loveliness, her serene beauty, her total 
surrender. Suddenly, he saw not the white of the snow around him, 
but the pale skin and snow white hair of the woman in his dreams. 
The glint of her eyes was like two northern stars, and her smile said 
“Peace, and silence, and love…” Was she awaiting him behind the 
blue curtain?

“Quill?” said Chaba.
“What?” asked Quill, returning to his freezing senses.
“Are we then agreed?” asked Ramfever.
Quill stared blankly at Ramfever.
Chaba whispered to Quill. “To take the path through the 

mountain.”
“Ah! Yes, yes,” said Quill. “Lead on, Captain.”
Ramfever raised a brow, but then turned and led them along 

the ridge toward the dark blue peak.
“This may have been a road in ancient times,” said Gulk. 

“The only one I know of now lies east and leads down into the Hush 
Valley.”

Quill nodded. “If there were a road once, then it is more 
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likely this path leads through this mountain to the other side of the 
valley, a quicker, easier route. In the end, we may be fortunate that the 
valley was filled with snow.”

“I wish I shared your optimism,” said Gulk. “The tales of this 
legendary beast are rife.”

“I believe legendary is the key word,” said Quill. “Many 
rumors abound of mythical creatures and dangers that are nothing 
more than old wives’ tales.”

“You mean such as the rumours of the montrils in our 
world,” said Chaba.

“Exactly,” said Quill. Then he scowled at Chaba. He was 
not about to add to Gulk’s fear by explaining that the legend of the 
montrils had turned out to be true.

“I am simply advising caution,” said Chaba.
“Noted,” said Quill.
Soon they came to a place in the path where the ridge had 

partially collapsed for about thirty feet. All that remained was an 
uneven ledge covered with snow, only wide enough for them to cross 
one at a time. On the right, a ramp of snow fell diagonally to the 
valley below. The left side was more precipitous, falling at a much 
steeper angle into one of the many gullies. Ramfever stopped and 
they all eyed the crossing with suspicion.

“I suggest that I cross first,” said Gulk. “If it can bear my 
weight, it can bear all of yours.”

“Then again, it might weaken it,” said Ashlark. “And if it 
collapses beneath you, we will be unable to cross.”

“Should we rope ourselves together?” asked Quill.
“And if one of us falls?” asked Quicksliver. “He may pull the 

rest down with him on this unsure surface.”
“Gulk will cross,” said Ramfever. “We will give him the rope. 

When he reaches the other side, he will toss the rope across, and we 
shall each tie ourselves to it and cross one at a time as he holds.”

This was agreed upon. Gulk was given a length of rope by 
Lankmor. Then, as gingerly as he was able, he made his way out upon 
the thin ramp of ice and snow. When he was halfway across, the 
ground gave way beneath his left foot, but he caught himself on all 
fours. Some snow cascaded down the steep left side. Gulk froze. But 
the path held beneath him. He crawled across to the other side.
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Looking back at the men, Gulk smiled. He tossed the rope 
over to Ramfever, and wrapped it around his huge forearm, holding 
tightly. Ramfever quickly tied it around his waist and started across. 
He reached the other side without difficulty.

Quill was next. With every step, he feared the ground would 
collapse. But he had faith in Gulk’s strength. And now Ramfever was 
there to lend his as well. Quill made it to the wider more secure area 
of the ridge and breathed a sigh of relief.

Ashlark was next. He made his way across and reached 
the other side. He was followed by Quicksliver, probably the most 
nimble of the bunch. After Quicksliver had crossed, the rope was 
thrown to Redvane. The husky warrior tied himself to the rope and 
started across the precipitous path. Suddenly the ground gave out 
from beneath him with a crunch and a swish of snow. As he tumbled 
off the left side of the path, a louder rumble sounded and the entire 
bridge collapsed in a crash of rock, ice, and snow.

Gulk held tightly, and was pulled deeply into the snow 
beneath his feet. Quill and the rest held onto Gulk to support him. 
The rumbling receded far below them. Gulk pulled up on the rope, 
and the startled but grateful face of Redvane finally appeared over the 
left edge of the ridge. They helped him to his feet.

“I thank you!” said Redvane. He untied the rope from 
his waist and grimaced. “I thought I would be torn in half by the 
weight of the snow that fell upon me. Can we still get Lankmor and 
Fishotter across?”

But the others did not answer him. They were staring with 
wide eyes from whence they had just come. The collapse had taken 
not only the narrow ramp they had crossed, but also a significant part 
of the ridge further south. Lankmor and Fishotter were gone.

“Lankmor! Fishotter!” cried Quicksliver.
Redvane took a few steps south, but Gulk grasped his arm to 

stop him. The ogre shook his head sadly. “They are gone.”
“They may still be alive!” said Redvane.
They all surveyed the ridge on both sides. The path had 

collapsed down into the deeper chasm, now to their right as they 
looked back.

“If so, there is nothing we can do for them now,” said 
Ramfever. “They are on their own.”
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Quill saw the Captain mumble something to himself, 
perhaps a curse or a prayer. Then he turned and continued north on 
the path toward the mountain. Quill followed. Ramfever paused and 
looked back, for the men had tarried, and Gulk stayed to watch over 
them.

“Come!” said Ramfever. “We still have a mission to 
complete.”

Finally, the others turned and joined them. Together they 
continued on the path of the ridge. In about an hour, they came to a 
dark stone face that was shadowed from the morning sun. And now 
that they walked into its shadow and their eyes adjusted from the 
glare, they saw that the path ended in a twenty-foot high archway 
leading into the mountain.

“This was carved long ago by skilled hands!” said Ashlark.
They squinted through the arch and saw a tunnel leading 

into darkness.
Ramfever turned to the company. “We will rest here for a 

moment. Gather your wits, gather your strength, bolster your courage, 
and heave up your heavy hearts. We will need them all for this final 
part of the journey.” He stared into the dark opening. “Now we will 
find out if legends live.”
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SLEEPING DOGS

The company drew their swords and entered the tunnel with 
Ramfever leading the way. It was roughly hewn, slightly higher than 
the entrance and about fifteen feet wide. As their eyes adjusted, the 
ambient light from the sky outside provided just enough illumination 
to guide them.

But after a short time, the tunnel curved to the left and the 
light grew dim. They stopped for a moment as their eyes adjusted. 
But when they continued, they were forced to partly feel their way in 
front of them. Each left enough room between those near them to 
avoid an accident with their swords. Soon the tunnel curved slightly 
back to the right.

Quill noticed a faint illumination ahead of him silhouetting 
Ramfever. He assumed that the area they had entered was narrower 
than it had seemed from the outside, and that they were emerging 
into the outdoors again. But moments later, they came to a large 
open doorway, and stepped inside a huge irregularly shaped chamber. 
The door was damaged, showing signs of having been forced open. 
On the opposite wall was a similar door that was closed. The light 
came from above. Quill looked up. The ceiling rose far above them 
and seemed to curve as if it were a vertical tunnel of some kind. 
Oddly shaped planes of light were scattered about the ceiling and 
upper walls, reflecting down into the chamber.

“I believe the light comes from the outside,” said Chaba, 
“reflected by a series of mirrors or crystals.”

“Someone with great ingenuity built this hall,” said Ashlark. 
“But for what purpose?”
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They stepped into the middle of the bare stone chamber.
“Well, we must hope this other door leads to another tunnel 

through the mountain,” said Ramfever. “Otherwise, we must turn 
back and find another way.”

Even as he spoke, they heard a muffled sound, then a hum. 
A large section of the wall to their right slid upward, and a huge dark 
shape emerged, striding forward on large flat feet. It was twenty feet 
tall, easily dwarfing even Gulk, and made him look rather handsome 
in comparison. Its arms were almost as long as its legs, and swung 
down with the large hands almost touching the floor. Its belly was 
distended, and its head was large and misshapen, with a tall domed 
skull. It stared at them with eyes that looked almost frightened. It 
made a bestial howl, and as its mouth opened, they saw that it was 
filled with large, blunt, uneven teeth.

Redvane, Ashlark, and Quicksliver were closer to the 
southern opening and made a rush back for that. Ramfever, Quill, 
and Gulk ran for the door on the north, but with one stride, the 
creature was upon them. It swatted Gulk aside with one of its huge 
shovel-like hands and the ogre was hurled across the chamber, sliding 
to collide with the opposite wall.

Ramfever and Quill sprang to their right to avoid being 
pinned to the door. The creature grabbed for Ramfever. He swung his 
sword at the thing’s descending fingers. The blade struck. The creature 
made a grunt and pulled its hand back for a moment, but seemed 
only annoyed. Quill shouted at the creature and swung his sword 
back and forth, hoping the special blessings bestowed upon it by the 
Ladies of the Summer Wind would have some special effect. But the 
creature swung out and knocked the sword from Quill’s grasp. The 
weapon went clattering across the floor. Then the misshapen giant 
reached down for Quill.

Suddenly, Gulk was in front of him. The ogre let out a roar 
and struck the monster’s hand with his club. The creature howled 
and flinched back. The brave Gulk pressed his attack, but the 
monster knocked him across the floor with its other fist. Meanwhile, 
Ramfever and Redvane had leapt in from opposite directions to 
strike the creature’s legs with their blades while Gulk had been 
distracting it. But again, the blades did not penetrate the creature’s 
thick hide, or else it was protected by some kind of magic.
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Quill had now retrieved his sword. He turned in time to 
see the creature grasp Ramfever and Redvane and lift them into the 
air as if they were dolls. Quill saw his opening. He ran forward and 
thrust his sword upward with all his strength into the creature’s groin. 
The beast howled, dropped the two men of Wyrd Tal, and jerked 
its head down toward Quill. Quill turned to run, but one huge foot 
kicked out and caught his legs, tripping him so that he crashed prone 
on the floor, again dropping his sword.

“Hey, you! You ugly misbegotten monstrosity!” yelled Chaba. 
He had slipped out of Quill’s pack and was trying to distract the 
creature from several yards away, waving his arms and jumping up 
and down. But if the creature saw or heard, it ignored the monkey 
doll. Quill rolled over onto his back, reaching for his dagger. He 
turned just in time to see the beast raise one of its huge flap-like 
feet above him. Quill cried out and tried to crawl backward as the 
foot descended. But it slammed down fully upon him, completely 
covering him like the lid of a tomb.

Quill closed his eyes. But all he felt was firm pressure, as if 
someone had pressed a mattress down upon him.

“Quill!” shouted both Chaba and Gulk. The men of Wyrd Tal 
paused, stunned by the sight of Quill being crushed.

The creature lifted its foot. Quill stared up in surprise that 
he was still alive. The beast seemed surprised as well. Before anyone 
could react, the creature howled and lifted its foot again. It stomped 
on Quill twice more, as if he were a cockroach. Again, Quill felt the 
same bearable pressure and no more.

Gulk let out a savage cry and hurled himself at the beast. 
He actually succeeded in causing the thing to stumble back for a 
moment. But then it grabbed him and hurled him aside yet again. 
Ramfever struck it from the side as it did so.

Quill scrambled up and retrieved his sword. He was 
nonplussed. How could he be unharmed? Was the creature so light, 
or was it a phantom? It could not have been, for he had felt the floor 
shake as it had stomped upon him. And it was strong enough to hurl 
Gulk like a doll.

He banished all questions from his mind when he saw that 
the creature had Ramfever cornered by the north door. It lifted a fist 
to strike Ramfever down. Quill was too far away to intervene. But 
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then the beast stopped and screamed. It turned toward the south. 
Quicksliver and Ashlark had drawn their bows, and were peppering the 
beast with arrows, hoping to pierce an eye or a vital organ. The arrows 
seemed to hurt the beast, but again, did not penetrate its skin. But if they 
were hoping to gain its attention, they had succeeded. The beast howled 
and stomped toward them. Quicksliver and Ashlark loosed another 
volley each and then, along with Redvane, retreated through the open 
southern doorway. They paused until they saw that the creature was 
following, and then fled down the tunnel the way they had come.

The sturdy Gulk had recovered, and now Quill, the ogre, and 
Ramfever ran south down the tunnel in pursuit. Quill realized that 
they could pin the beast between them. But what good would that 
do? Their weapons, even his charmed sword, seemed to only annoy it.

The beast was no faster than they, which was fortunate for 
Redvane, Ashlark, and Quicksliver. Even if they had done no lasting 
damage, the arrows certainly seemed to have enraged it. Quill could 
hear the creature stomping ahead of them, occasionally pounding 
into the sides of the tunnels as it took a turn, since its head came 
almost up to the ceiling of the tunnel and its bulk was perhaps only 
five feet narrower than the tunnel’s breadth. Soon Quill saw the 
daylight throwing the edges of the tunnel entrance ahead into sharp 
relief, and the dark shapes of the three men of Wyrd Tal, followed 
closely by the furious beast.

As Quill burst out of the tunnel with Ramfever and 
Gulk, he saw Quicksliver and Ashlark turn, plant themselves, and 
simultaneously release arrows. Redvane sprang to the chasm side, 
close to the edge. Grasping his sword with both hands, he slashed at 
the creature’s leg as it charged at the archers. It screamed, and then 
swung its right arm out rather blindly and knocked Redvane off the 
ridge. He plummeted into the chasm below.

The beast grabbed both Ashlark and Quicksliver in its huge 
hands as they were turning to retreat. Ramfever and Gulk ran to aid 
them, but Quill slipped and fell in the snow. Ramfever slashed the 
back of the monster’s leg. It turned and used Quicksliver like a mace 
to strike Ramfever. The Captain tried to dodge, but was still knocked 
off his feet and tumbled along the ridge toward Quill. Quill rose 
and leapt over him, sword raised. But before he was near enough to 
strike the creature, Gulk grabbed its right leg and lifted it with all his 
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might as if he were hurling a log. The creature tottered for a moment. 
Then it slipped on the snow and fell backward off the west side of 
the ridge, still holding Ashlark and Quicksliver. All three dropped 
down into the deep chasm below. As it had stumbled and slipped, 
it had kicked a leg out and caught Gulk in the face. The ogre had 
flipped backward and fell hundreds of feet down to the Hush Valley 
to vanish in the sea of snow without a sound.

Quill moved close to the edge of the valley side of the ridge 
and called out repeatedly.

“Gulk!
After several minutes with no response, he ran back to 

Ramfever, who was still prone on the ground. He carefully turned 
the Captain over. He was unconscious but still breathing. He saw no 
blood on him, but the Captain might have been injured internally, 
and he did not want to move him. He held him to keep him 
warm, cursing the company’s terrible luck. Soon, he noticed Chaba 
bounding through the snow.

“Is he alive?” asked the monkey doll.
“Yes,” said Quill. “And apart from us, he is probably the only one.”
“I know. I saw the others fall.”
“Gulk is gone,” said Quill, feeling shock at what had 

happened all so suddenly.
“Yes,” said Chaba. The monkey doll looked down into the 

valley where the ogre had fallen. “There is a chance he survived. The 
depth of the snow is unknowable, but great. It could have cushioned 
his fall.”

“Perhaps,” said Quill. “But he may have already been killed 
by the kick of the creature. And if not, he will probably freeze, 
trapped in a snowdrift a hundred feet deep or more.”

“It is actually warmer under the snow,” said Chaba.
“That is not saying much. I cannot be encouraged, Chaba. 

The mission is a disaster.”
“Not as long as you live and continue,” said Chaba. “Of those 

who first set out on the mission, two have been lost, two yet remain. 
We never counted on the help of the others. They were a gift to us.”

“And look how I have repaid that gift,” said Quill. “I 
should have done more. I seemed immune to the creature’s attack, 
though it had no trouble throwing me around.”
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“I noticed that,” said Chaba. “And I am mystified. It should 
have crushed you like a bug when it stomped on you. I still cannot 
believe you are alive, much less uninjured.”

“It felt no worse than being hit with a heavy feather pillow.”
“Incredible!” said Chaba. “Surely its weight was tremendous. 

Simply look at the depth of its footprints on the ridge.”
Quill nodded. “I have had little heart to ponder it, but the 

beast was not a phantom. That much is clear. And no one else seemed 
impervious to it as I was.” He looked questioningly at the monkey doll.

Chaba shrugged as much as he was able to. “I have no 
answers. But for whatever reason, you are still alive. And thus, so is 
the quest.”

“What possible purpose can such a horrid beast serve? Why 
do men create or summon such things? The world is mad, I tell you. 
This one as much as ours.”

“I will not contradict you,” said Chaba.
Ramfever suddenly stirred.
“Easy, Captain,” said Quill.
The Captain blinked his eyes and sat up. He took several deep 

breaths, grunted, and rubbed his left shoulder. “Where are the others?”
“Gone. They all fell off the ridge with the beast: Redvane, 

Ashlark, Quicksliver, even Gulk,” said Quill. “I am sorry, Captain. We 
are all that is left.”

Ramfever struggled to his feet. He walked to the edge of the 
western ridge and stared down into the blue shadows of the chasm.

“Redvane? Ashlark? Quicksliver?”
“Yes,” said Quill. “They all fought valiantly.”
“Lankmor and Fishotter.”
“Yes,” said Quill.
“Lustbadger, Grumbear, Poledark, Jakdanz, Palefinger, 

Lazyroj, Cadroller, Hairyjon, Cockmoor...”
Quill stared at Ramfever. He feared the Captain had become 

unhinged.
“Too many,” said Ramfever. “Been with them all a long time. 

You expect losses in a war. But this isn’t even a war. I don’t know what 
it is.”

“A damned mess, Captain,” said Quill. “That’s what it is. I 
don’t want to be here any more than you.”
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“I don’t mind being here,” said Ramfever. “I just want them 
to be here too.”

“Aye,” said Quill. Suddenly the cold seemed a small problem. 
And Quill wondered once again if the quest was worth it all.

“I need a moment,” said Ramfever.
“Of course,” said Quill. He walked back toward the tunnel 

archway to give Ramfever some space and privacy to be alone with 
his thoughts. Chaba climbed up to Quill’s shoulder to avoid fighting 
through the snow that reached over his head.

Quill sighed. “I try to feel anger toward this Queen of Pale 
Shadows.”

“It would fuel your mission,” said Chaba.
“You mean that it would make it easier for me to kill a 

woman.”
Chaba did not reply.
“But I find it difficult. Is she really responsible for anything 

that has happened?”
“At least indirectly, I suppose,” said Chaba.
“According to what we have been told,” said Quill.
“Yes,” said Chaba.
“But this creature was not one of her servants, if it was this 

fabled Quazerak. And we lost six companions here. Everything seems 
to have a random madness to it, like the intentions of different agents 
who are in conflict by chance, or the whim of some dark nameless 
god with a sick sense of humor.”

“Some philosophers subscribe to such ideas,” said Chaba. 
“However, it is not a comforting view of the world.” 

“A comforting view is useless if it does not match the facts,” 
said Quill.

“No,” said Chaba. “But there the problem begins. What 
are the facts? A pattern can seem meaningless when one sees only 
a small part of it. And mortals only see a small part of almost any 
pattern, and are caught up in this small corner of reality that they call 
their lives. My former master, the great Morbis, believed that we are 
all integral to something greater that is going on, something beyond 
the comprehension of the mind. And no mind was greater than that 
of Morbis.”

“Yet even he could not see the pattern?” asked Quill.
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“More than most. He knew great secrets. But in the end, 
even he bowed before the Great Mystery, as he called it.”

“And the deaths of these friends?” asked Quill. “Is such 
suffering necessary to this great pattern?”

“It must be,” said Chaba.
“But why?” asked Quill with some anger.
“You ask a monkey doll who does not even understand what 

he is,” said Chaba.
“If I were in charge of the universe, it would not be thus,” 

said Quill, staring out over the forbidding land.
“Many men have felt this way, and have sought to control 

and change it, according to what they believed was their greater 
wisdom and sense of rightness. In almost every instance, such men 
created the greatest misery in history with their righteous intentions.”

“That is probably true,” said Quill. “I have no such ambitions. 
I only wish to return home, be out of danger, to have a hot bath.”

“That wish has always been granted before,” said Chaba. 
“Persevere and it will be again. And this time, the home you return to 
will be much larger than the one you had before.”

“Ugh,” said Quill. “The numerous problems of the House of 
Quill awaiting me are no enticement.”

“Even with its troubles, you can sell the property and make a 
profit.”

“I suppose,” said Quill. “I would trade it all to go back to the 
day before I received the letter from my brother. It is almost as if the 
house has caused all this, beginning with the loss of my father. And 
what do I have apart from the rotting house? A single brass button.” 
Quill reached into his fur coat, for some reason almost fearing that 
the button was gone. But he felt it, still there at the top of his tunic. 
It felt curiously warm between his fingers.

“Your father would have been proud, knowing the danger 
you now face for the sake of Plemora,” said Chaba.

“Perhaps,” said Quill. He looked up as he saw Ramfever 
approaching. The Captain walked with a languid stride and his face 
held no emotion.

“I can go no further with you,” said Ramfever.
“Captain?” asked Quill with raised brows.
Ramfever shook his head. “My heart fell into the chasm 
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with my remaining men. Though the chance is slight, one of them 
may have survived. I will search. I owe them that much for their 
unquestioning devotion to duty, the duty I decided for them.”

Quill sighed and nodded. “This was never your quest, 
Captain Ramfever. It is mine. And there is no way for me to thank 
you for your companionship during these long days. It is obvious 
that I never would have made it this far without the aid of the men 
of Wyrd Tal. Go. And if there are any merciful powers in the world, 
may you find some of your men alive.” Quill held out his hand. 
Ramfever stared at Quill’s hand for a moment, as if he were unsure 
what it was. Then finally, he grasped and shook it.

“Best of luck on your quest, Quill,” said Ramfever. “Your task 
seems a difficult one at best. But I imagine your chances of defeating 
this Queen alone are no worse than they would have been with all 
of my men and the Vulkarian at your side. You go to her very palace 
to face all the forces at her command, whatever they may be. May 
you walk like a shadow into that place, and strike like a snake in the 
darkness.”

“I will do my best,” said Quill.
And with that, Captain Ramfever of Wyrd Tal turned and 

strode back south along the ridge. Quill turned and walked back 
through the archway into the mountain.
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RUDE AWAKENING

Quill and Chaba returned down the tunnel and through 
the broken door into the chamber. They were surprised to see a new 
opening to their left opposite the one that had brought forth the 
creature. And from this opening came a golden glow and a hum 
similar to the one they had heard before. As Quill approached the 
threshold, he felt warm air upon his face.

He stepped through and stopped in astonishment. He was 
standing in a chamber even larger than the one behind them. The 
light came from an aperture in the ceiling, as in the other chamber. 
But it also came from tiny colored crystals adorning strange 
machines that filled the room. The devices were of various shapes 
and sizes. Many were made of a gold metal or were painted that 
color. Worktables were placed in various locations, and slots and 
shelves were upon the walls. Some strange sculptures were scattered 
throughout the room, and mosaics of cryptic meaning were upon one 
wall. A staircase of stone led up to a second level at the end of the 
room. The entire chamber must have been nearly fifty feet wide and 
more than seventy feet long.

“Beyond belief !” said Quill. As he stepped further into the 
chamber, he realized that he was treading on some black substance 
that was softer than stone. The air in the room was cool, but it felt 
like a pleasant oven compared to the cold he had left behind. As he 
drew near some of the machines, he felt warmth emanating from 
them. Quill removed his gloves and held his hands near one of them.

“How could such a place be built in the middle of a 
mountain?” asked Quill.
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“Possibly the beast we encountered, or several of them, 
performed the heavy physical labor,” said Chaba. “As for the rest, only 
a mind of great knowledge and power could even conceive of such 
machines.”

Quill’s eyes widened and he glanced around. “You believe 
there may be more of those monsters?”

“I do not think so,” said Chaba. “Perhaps once there were. 
Only he can answer you.”

“Who?” asked Quill.
Chaba pointed farther back into the chamber. Quill followed 

his direction. He came to a strange curved crystal or glass sarcophagus 
that held a man clothed in tight fitting garments of purple and dark 
brown. He had light brown hair and a beard, and stern but handsome 
features. His body rested on a glittering bed of red fabric.

“A strange tomb, and a strange place for one,” said Quill. 
“His body is remarkably well-preserved.”

“That is because he is still alive,” said Chaba.
“What?” Quill peered closer and realized that it was not 

a sarcophagus, for the man was still breathing, although almost 
imperceptibly.

The entire enclosure sat upon a solid pedestal that had small 
lights embedded into it, which were now blinking and changing 
color. Thick cables attached it to another large machine, from which 
came an audible hum. Then he heard the sound of tiny little voices, 
which sang a sequence of brief notes. A clicking noise followed, and 
then a whoosh of air. The crystal covering swung upward and aside.

Quill ducked back into the shadow of a machine and 
watched.

The man blinked and his eyes opened. He stared at the 
ceiling for a time. Then he let out a prodigious yawn and slowly 
pushed himself up to a sitting position. He sat for a few moments, 
moving his head, arms and legs about. Then he swiveled his body and 
put his feet to the floor and stood, unsteadily at first. Next, he walked 
to the large machine beside the bed and manipulated some controls. 
Then he opened a container and pulled forth a flask with some pink 
liquid. He pulled out the stopper and drank about half of it before 
returning the flask. He retrieved something from a nearby table that 
he slipped into the sash around his waist. Finally, he spoke to himself.
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“Is the nurturation already complete? It seems I only 
closed my eyes. I remember the last evening sun drifting below the 
Mountains of Mandish as if it were only an hour ago.”

He seemed suddenly to become aware of Quill’s presence 
and turned in his direction.

“Come out,” said the man in deep vibrant voice.
Quill stepped out of the shadows.
“How did you enter this place?” asked the man with furrowed 

brows, though he did not seem overly alarmed or threatened.
“Forgive me, sir,” said Quill. “But the door was open. I...we 

were merely curious.”
The man had noticed Chaba squatting on Quill’s shoulder. 

He raised a brow.
“Who are you?” asked the man.
“I am Quantillion Quill. And this is Chaba.”
“What year is it?” asked the man.
“Year?” said Quill. “I must confess that I do not know.”
“Are you a simpleton? You do not speak like one.”
“I thank you,” said Quill. “The truth is stranger, but not really 

relevant to the situation. Suffice it to say, I am unacquainted with the 
current year.”

“No matter,” said the man. He walked to another machine 
and observed something upon it.

“What!” exclaimed the man. “Can it be true?”
He ran to another area of the room. Quill followed more 

slowly out of curiosity. The man was staring closely at a thick glass 
tube that contained some viscous substance, a swirl of turquoise and 
pink with silver fragments.

“No! It has not yet matured and coalesced!” He moved 
to a nearby device with a crystal plate that glowed softly with 
unintelligible characters. “I have been awakened two hundred 
years early! The convoluting substances will not yet have congealed 
efficaciously!”

“Quill,” whispered Chaba. “I think it best we leave. Quietly.”
Quill moved swiftly with stealthy tread toward the entrance. 

Suddenly, the man was standing in front of him.
“Why did you tamper with the machinery?” he asked. He 

spoke in an even voice, but his eyes blazed.
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“What do you mean?” asked Quill. “I tampered with 
nothing.”

Suddenly the man’s brow furrowed. “The fog in my mind 
from my long sleep is finally clearing. I would not have awakened 
before the appointed time unless the Quazerak was destroyed.” He 
stared Quill up and down. “Yet one such as you could hardly have 
destroyed it.”

Quill raised his chin. “Is that so?”
“Quill—” began Chaba.
“If you speak of your hideous giant, indeed I did!” said Quill.
The man’s eyes widened and he clasped his hands to his head. 

“Do you have any idea what you have done?’
Quill realized his prideful slip. “Forgive me. I exaggerated 

my role in the incident. In truth, the giant slipped and fell off the 
mountain.”

“I do not mean the destruction of the Quazerak. You have 
awakened me before my time!”

“Only by mistake!” said Quill. “I was seeking a way through 
the mountain.”

“Sir,” said Chaba. “Am I to understand that you placed 
yourself in that dormant state?”

“Of course!” replied the man. “I had poisoned my blood after 
coming into contact with the rare Kolaya fungus, a cosmic spore 
that falls to this planet only once every fifty years. Unknown to me, 
it had attached itself to one of my harmless specimens and was thus 
transmitted through my skin. There has never been a cure and the 
infection is always fatal. Through arduous desperate toil, I came upon 
an ingenious solution. But the solution must dissolve and transmute 
the basic constituents, a process that takes eight hundred years. Even 
as I speak, my mind is unable to accept this tragedy. I must double 
check and reconfirm this horrible new fact.”

He went back to the tube and examined several dials and 
crystal readings.

“Aghastment! It is true!” He turned mad burning eyes 
on Quill. “You have killed me!” He pulled the object that he had 
slipped under his sash, which turned out to be a rod of amethyst, and 
advanced inexorably toward Quill.

“It was an accident!” shouted Quill.
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“And so shall your death be,” said the man. “An accident of fate.”
Quill drew his sword. Still holding the rod, the man flicked 

his wrist. Magenta energy sparked off Quill’s sword and it flew from 
his hand to clatter across the floor on the other side of the room.

The wizard pointed the rod at Quill. Magenta energy sizzled 
at its tip. Chaba leapt off Quill’s shoulder and sprang away to watch 
from a safe distance.

“Wait!” cried Quill. “Can you not simply go back to sleep?”
“No!” shouted the wizard, his voice reverberating through 

the chamber. “This mortal body would not survive the process of 
hibernation again. Now that the poison has again begun circulating 
through my blood, I shall live only a matter of months. But it will be 
longer than you.”

He spoke a word and lightning fire like the crackling 
concentration of a setting sun shot towards Quill and enwreathed his 
body in blazing snakes.

Quill cried out, stumbled backward, and fell to the floor. But 
he had done so out of alarm, not from pain. Once the coruscating 
energies had faded, he found himself no worse for wear. Indeed, even 
his clothes seemed unmarred, though he did detect a faint smell of 
burning metal from somewhere.

His face showed surprise, but not as much as that of the 
wizard. Suddenly, several events of the last two weeks flashed through 
his mind like puzzle pieces clicking together: his arm unmarred 
though chewed by one of the wild things at the frozen river, the 
tentacle looped around his neck that did not choke him, his survival 
under the crushing foot of the giant Quazerak a short time ago. And 
the composite picture they formed in Quill’s mind led him to one 
inescapable conclusion.

I am invulnerable.
 The wizard gaped and stood in place like a statue, his hand 

still raised.
Quill rose and brushed himself off. He lifted his chin, and 

with a haughty look, addressed the astonished wizard.
“Surely that is not your best,” said Quill.
“Quill!” shouted Chaba from his place of relative safety.
“Silence, Chaba!” replied Quill. “Your quiet support from 

under that table to which you fled is more than enough.”
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“But—” began Chaba.
“Now, wizard, know whom you face. I am not of your world. 

I am the Invincible Quill. Your magics cannot harm me any more 
than your brutish guardian could.”

The wizard lowered his hand and his brows furrowed deeply. 
“It must be true. I would not have awakened before the time unless 
the Quazerak were destroyed, as you claim. And only by great 
strength or power could you have opened the door to this sanctuary.”

Quill did not mention that the door had already been open, 
likely through a malfunction of some kind in the ancient machinery.

“Hearing your regrettable story, I understand your irritation,” 
said Quill. “However—”

“My irritation?” replied the wizard, some of his anger 
returning. “Have you not listened to what I have told you? You have 
killed me!”

“All men die,” said Quill. “But not all men...” Some brilliant 
aphorism he had once heard darted from his mind like a rabbit into 
the woods of deep memory, and he finished as best he could.

“...die at the same time.”
The wizard frowned at this and stared at Quill.
Quill cleared his throat. “As I said, I understand your 

irritation over this unfortunate accident, but I will be gracious 
only once. Strike out at me again, and I shall give reply as only the 
Invincible Quill can.”

The wizard sighed and replaced the rod in his sash. “Very 
well. What use is it? Your death would not add another hour to my 
life.”

Quill nodded. “Finally, wisdom.”
The wizard began mumbling to himself and pacing around 

the chamber, almost as if he had forgotten Quill’s presence.
Chaba scurried up onto Quill shoulder. Quill gave him a 

disdainful look from the corner of his eye.
“We must speak,” whispered Chaba.
“Later, my little yellow doll,” said Quill.
“Only part of me could be described with that color, and 

yellow is not exactly—”
“I meant cowardly,” said Quill.
“Cowardly?” replied Chaba. “Had I stayed on your shoulder, I 
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would have ended up as nothing but the memory of burned fabric. Is 
that your wish?”

“Ask me later and you may receive a more forgiving answer,” 
said Quill.

“I am not invulnerable, as you are. Or were. As to that—”
“Not now,” said Quill, shushing him.
“The Chronophage!” exclaimed the wizard suddenly.
“Pardon?” asked Quill.
“I had forgotten,” mumbled the wizard. It was clear he was 

speaking mostly to himself. “But my body will not endure the journey 
now.” He turned to Quill. “You must undertake it for me.” 

“Undertake what?” asked Quill.
“I have only one chance,” said the wizard. “I must acquire 

the fabled Chronophage. With it, I can distort time and accelerate 
the process of the healing Equium. You will travel to the Emerald 
Dimension and obtain it for me.”

“I cannot afford the time!” protested Quill.
“Ha!” said the wizard. “And I can? Each moment that passes 

makes my demise nearer to inevitable. And it is you who caused it. 
To make matters right, you owe me this much.”

“But I am on an urgent quest. The Queen of Pale Shadows 
must be stopped!”

“I know nothing of this Queen,” said the wizard.
Quill opened his mouth to speak but the wizard cut him off. 

“Nor do I care. Will you aid me?”
“I tell you I cannot. The world’s fate is at stake!”
“Without Diamolo, there is no world!” Suddenly, the wizard 

pulled the amethyst rod again from his sash and turned upon Quill.
“Have you forgotten that I cannot be harmed?” asked Quill, 

puffing out his chest.
A flash of magenta came from the end of the rod, and 

suddenly, Chaba shot to the wizard’s hand like a sliver of metal to a 
magnet.

“Quill!” shouted Chaba.
“Release him!” said Quill. “Or I shall strangle you with my 

bare hands as I have so many of my other foes.”
“What matter?” asked the wizard. “To die now quickly, or 

wait weeks as the disease takes hold and turns me into a fungus? I 
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would choose quick death now.” He held the rod to Chaba. “I see 
that you place great store in this magical doll, even if it does not feel 
the same about you.” The rod sparked.

“Wait!” said Quill. He glared at both the wizard and Chaba, 
remembering Chaba’s cowardly behavior. He growled, trying to 
strategize a counter move in this intricate game, but was unable to do 
so.

 “Will you obtain the Chronophage, or shall I destroy your 
little friend?”

Quill was so frustrated to have lost his advantage suddenly 
and to find his newly realized vulnerability worthless that he almost 
screamed. And yet, he knew that the wizard’s words held truth. He 
was to blame for the man’s predicament, even if not solely. “Very well! 
Very well. What must I do?”

Diamolo placed Chaba in a crystal case. “Attempt treachery, 
and with a flick of my wrist, I shall destroy your friend. Understood?”

“Yes, yes. Now make haste and instruct me on what I must 
do.”

“I am all for haste,” said Diamolo. “Come with me, and listen 
carefully.”
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THE EMERALD DIMENSION

The wizard Diamolo spoke while he adjusted dials on a 
machine next to a doorframe that lead to nowhere.

“In the Emerald Dimension, perched on a cliff overlooking 
a luminous sea, lies the museum of Binidroo Meticuli, a fastidious 
merchant who collects relics from throughout the many worlds. 
The Museum of Endless Fascinations is a seven-tiered structure. 
On the third tier facing the sea you will find among the exhibits the 
Chronophage, a golden sphere with two rotating clasps small enough 
to hold in your hand. You will obtain the Chronophage and return.”

Diamolo paused in concentration as he adjusted some dials.
“How will I return?” asked Quill.
Diamolo took something from a case above the machine and 

handed it to Quill. It was a small magenta gem.
“As long as this is on your person, you will remain in the 

Emerald Dimension. Cast it away and you will return here, like a 
stretched elastic band suddenly released.”

“This sounds uncomfortable,” said Quill.
“You will be unharmed, apart from some momentary 

disorientation,” said Diamolo. The wizard then handed Quill two 
metal bracelets.

“Clasp these to your wrist. Press the blue gem on the one 
bracelet and you will be rendered nearly weightless, allowing you to 
leap the required height to reach the museum’s third tier. Press the 
one with the pink gem and for five heartbeats a portal will be created 
through any barrier, but for five heartbeats only. This will grant you 
access to the structure and create an opening through which you can 
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penetrate the case holding the Chronophage. Do not let any part of 
you remain in the area of the portal when it disappears.”

“I understand,” said Quill with a scowl. He had already been 
coerced into being an assassin. Now he was being coerced into being 
a thief.

“Are you prepared?” asked Diamolo. “You will not need your 
cumbersome winter coat in the Emerald Dimension.”

Quill removed his coat, his gloves, and the winter boots that 
fit over his shoes. He clasped the two bracelets to his left wrist. Then 
he retrieved his sword and returned.

“Let me take my companion, Chaba,” said Quill. “His help 
is invaluable, and it may make the difference between failure and 
success.”

Diamolo thought for a moment, and then nodded. “Very 
well. I can always destroy him upon your return if you will not 
comply.” He pulled forth his crystal rod and held it up. It flashed. 
Chaba suddenly floated into Diamolo’s arms from across the room. 
The wizard handed him to Quill and Quill quickly informed him of 
their task.

“Diamolo,” said Chaba. “If I may ask, what does this 
Chronophage do?”

“It distorts time in a very limited area, either aging things or 
returning them to a prior state.”

“That is fantastic! I think I begin to understand why you 
need it.”

“Perhaps you can explain it to me, since I will be risking my 
life to get it,” said Quill.

“Am I right in understanding that you will use the 
Chronophage to age your chemical culture another two hundreds 
years so that it will complete its process to create the healing Equium 
you require?”

“Exactly correct,” said Diamolo, eyeing Chaba with respect. 
“You are clever.”

“Why can you not get the Chronophage for yourself ?” asked 
Quill.

“It would be unwise to stress my weakened body by 
teleporting it to another dimension.”

“What of my body?” objected Quill.
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“You are young and strong. You should survive,” replied Diamolo.
“Should?” asked Quill.
“As long as you do not encounter Binidroo Meticuli.”
“Wait!” said Quill. “Could you not have acquired this 

Chronophage in the first place, to age the mixture, instead of sleeping 
for eight hundred years?”

“Even the Chronophage has its limits. And besides, sleeping 
for a few hundred years is preferable to becoming one of Binidroo 
Meticuli’s endless fascinations.”

“What do you mean by that?” asked Quill in alarm.
“Only that you must not be caught. Beware his gaze.”
“Beware his gaze?” repeated Quill.
“Must I explain this obvious warning as well?” asked 

Diamolo with impatience. “With each minute that you dilly and 
dally, my life slips away.”

“And the entire world freezes!” exclaimed Quill. “But you are 
not interested in that.”

“Perhaps when I am healed, I will be,” said Diamolo. “A 
dead man is unconcerned with the cares of the world. Enough talk.” 
He pulled a lever. Magenta energy snaked along the doorframe and 
created a shimmering veil within.

“Wait until dark to infiltrate the museum,” said Diamolo. 
“When you step through, you will appear nearby. Remember all I 
have told you or you will be trapped in the Emerald Dimension, 
forever. Farewell.”

Chaba scurried into Quill’s pack and shut the top. Quill took 
a deep breath, braced himself and stepped through the shimmering 
doorway.

Quill found himself waist-high in some kind of garden. He 
quickly ducked down. The bushes around him had branches that 
spiraled upward to end in large closed pale flower buds that gave off a 
fertile green scent. He popped his head up and looked out. It seemed 
as if he were peering through a pristine emerald gem. Everything was 
tinted in some form of that green.

Moving inexorably down through the brilliant green sky 
was an enormous sun like a shimmering green ball of cotton that 
glowed dimmer than the sun of Plemora, with an ambivalent light. 
In front of him stretched a dark green sea, though it did not in any 
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way appear luminous as Diamolo had led him to expect. He could 
hear the sussuration of its waves. To his left, the garden continued up 
to what Quill assumed was the Museum of Endless Fascinations, a 
oddly curving building of seven stories. On the other side from the 
sea, a large circular drive held several carriages, two driven by multi-
legged beasts unlike any Quill had ever seen. Several people were 
walking in and out of the museum, though some were not people 
as Quill thought of them. One walked on four thin legs, and wore 
a fancy gold suit, tinted green by the light as everything was. He or 
she had a strange funnel-shaped hat with a veil that covered the face. 
Others were more human-like, and two looked to Quill as human 
as he, though their clothes were outlandish by his standards. But 
one supposed gentleman or lady seemed to be nothing more than a 
translucent blob with an ornate bib or bodice.

Then Quill noticed embossed lettering on the stone or 
whatever material comprised the building, set above a large double 
doorway at the top of a gently inclining ramp. He squinted but 
realized the symbols were of course in some language unknown to 
him. Suddenly, the symbols wavered and now he clearly read them as, 
Binidroo Meticuli’s Museum of Endless Fascinations.

“Chaba,” said Quill. “Did you notice the museum sign?”
“Yes,” said Chaba. “It seems to know the mind of the viewer 

and translate into the appropriate language. Ingenious magic. I am 
curious as to what wonders lay within.”

“Being thieves, we will have no time for sightseeing,” 
grumbled Quill. “Stay solely focused on stealing the Chronophage. 
Why is it that we are always acquiring interesting objects for 
someone else and not for ourselves?”

“Perhaps because we are not thieves,” suggested Chaba.
“And yet we are, simply not of our own choosing,” said Quill.
“But the fact that we do it unwillingly proves that we are, in 

essence, not thieves. Take comfort in that.”
Quill tried. “I fail to feel that comfort. I feel only pain in my 

legs from squatting.”
“Then sit,” said Chaba. “It seems we have several hours 

before sundown. Or, we could risk enjoying the museum.”
“We had best not take the chance,” said Quill. “I wish none 

to remember my face.”
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About four hours later, the sun disappeared beneath the 
horizon of the sea, and Quill saw why Diamolo had described the 
sea as luminous. In the darkening gloom, it glowed softly with a 
phosphorescent light.

Quill waited until the last of the carriages had driven off, 
and the lights inside the museum had faded, though they did not 
completely go out. He waited an extra hour till it was completely 
dark outside except for the glow of the sea. Then he made his way 
through the garden with Chaba peeking out from his backpack, 
keeping under cover of odd trees and plants until he came to the back 
of the garden and the side of the museum that faced the sea.

He examined the structure and saw that an outdoor balcony 
circled each tier. Spying every direction before he was satisfied, Quill 
pressed the blue gem of his bracelet and experimentally leapt upward 
with minimal force. He was surprised to find himself flying upward 
just past the first balcony ten feet high before he slowed and then 
drifted downward at half normal speed.

“Astonishing,” whispered Chaba.
“I only wish the bracelet were a gift and not loaned. Perhaps 

I will forget to return it and Diamolo will overlook this little detail 
while overjoyed by the possession of the Chronophage.”

“Unlikely,” said Chaba.
Calculating proportionately based on his first leap, Quill 

sprang upward with what he deemed to be the appropriate amount of 
force to reach the third tier. However, he had slightly underestimated 
the charm’s efficacy and found himself shooting past the third story. 
He slowed at around the fourth and fell slowly. On the way down, 
he reached out and caught the rail of the third tier balcony and 
easily pulled himself over the balustrade to land on the balcony floor. 
He ducked aside to avoid the few round windows that dotted the 
museum’s outer wall. Then he crept to the edge of one window and 
peeked inside.

Small islands of greenish golden light were scattered about 
the interior, cast by lamps set in the ceiling, though Quill did 
not understand what powered the illumination. As with all such 
unknowns, he simply assumed it was some form of magic. Within 
each island was a display case containing an object. Quill had 
difficulty understanding the layout of the room or rooms because the 
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architecture curved about both horizontally and vertically, creating 
various small ramps and partially open antechambers, making the 
divisions of different tiers far less discernable on the inside of the 
structure.

He went from window to window, trying to spot the 
Chronophage, but was unable to find a gold sphere. This was not 
surprising, as many of the cases were blocked by other displays or 
by ramps going to the levels above and below. Quill picked a spot 
that lay in shadows far from any displays. He put his left hand on 
the wall and pressed the pink gem with his right. The wall beneath 
his palm vibrated and then swirled for a moment. A circular hole 
approximately four feet in diameter gaped before Quill. He quickly 
climbed through. Immediately the hole behind him vanished and the 
wall returned.

He crouched down and listened for several moments. 
Complete silence. He rose and moved past the nearest display case, 
pleased to note the light carpet beneath his feet that offered no 
noise to his steps. He stopped for only a moment to note the odd 
double-stemmed flute-like instrument in the case before him that 
had a strange funnel at one end. A placard inside the case showed 
indecipherable glyphs. Quill concentrated for a moment and the 
symbols changed to his own Amerin language of Plemora.

Diofoners Subcudescent Picolantro
Xwonfarba, 7th Scarlet Dynasty

There was a long description beneath, but Quill resisted the 
temptation to read it, realizing that the display had already lowered 
his alertness. Such a place was too tantalizing for a curious mind. He 
wondered if some day he might return to the Emerald Dimension 
and peruse the museum at his leisure, perhaps hire a boat at night for 
a quiet cruise on the luminous sea.

“Chaba,” he whispered.
Chaba climbed from the pack and appeared on Quill’s 

shoulder.
“Search for the Chronophage. It resides somewhere on this 

level. Touch nothing and do not tarry at any exhibit. Make haste.”
Chaba made a mock salute, hopped down from Quill’s 
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shoulder, and scampered off. Quill turned to search the exhibits on 
the sea side of the room. The first case held a large black cube that 
seemed to have a face stretching out from one side. He moved closer 
to observe the macabre detail. The eyes blinked open. Quill flinched 
back in shock and horror. They closed again just as quickly, but not 
before Quill had seen ruby-red eyes give him a piercing stare. He 
hastened away and ascended slightly to a case holding a swirl of silver 
over which lights of multiple colors danced. He then took a curve 
to the left, down a slight ramp, and found the next case on a round 
platform. Inside was a golden sphere gripped by two clasps at right 
angles to each other. Quill quickly squinted at the inside placard to 
be sure. After a moment, the strange symbols wavered and read: The 
Chronophage.

Quill did not bother to read another word. He touched 
the pointer finger of his left hand to the crystal case and pushed 
the bracelet’s pink gem. A moment later, a hole about a foot 
wide appeared in the case. He reached through and grasped the 
Chronophage and removed it from its stand. He pulled forth his 
hand, and a moment later, the case was whole again. He stared down 
at it for moment and sighed with satisfaction. Then he turned to go 
back the way he had come and find Chaba.

Quill flinched and almost leapt backward. Not more than 
five feet in front of him stood a thin yellow-skinned man, several 
inches taller than Quill’s six feet, dressed in a frilled blousy black top 
that wrapped tightly around the forearms, and black and red striped 
leggings ending in curl-toed green shoes. He wore a black hat with 
green trim that curved up into a point. He stared at Quill with bright 
orange eyes, the nostrils of his long thin nose flared, and his small 
mouth pursed as if he were suppressing a smile.

“Well, well, good evening!” said the man in a melodious 
voice.

Quill opened his mouth but nothing came out.
“My most sincere apologies,” said the man with a slight bow. 

“Please forgive me.”
“Forgive you? For what?” asked Quill.
“For locking you in the museum!” said the man with 

furrowed brows. “I had no idea that a connoisseur of the arts was still 
enjoying my collection. Of course, you must take a small fraction of 
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the blame, sir. After all, the museum has been closed for some time, 
and the closing was clearly announced.”

Quill smiled tightly. “I suppose I was too enraptured by the 
wonders of your museum and missed the announcement.”

“Then you also missed the description of the consequences to 
anyone remaining in the building without permission once the doors 
were closed.”

“Um, yes, I am afraid so. And what exactly were those 
consequences?”

“Are,” corrected the man. “What are the consequences.”
“Of course, are,” said Quill.
“Why, simply that anyone that remains becomes a permanent 

part of my wondrous collection!”
Quill raised his brows. “I see.”
Then the man smiled. “But perhaps we can make an 

exception in your case. For who can blame you for your good taste? 
Who can blame you for being so mesmerized that you risked your 
very life and soul to enjoy the endless fascinations of my collection?

“Then, you must be...”
“Binidroo Meticuli, at your service.”
The man bowed. As he rose, he pretended to suddenly notice 

for the first time the Chronophage in Quill’s hand. In fact, this 
reminded Quill for the first time that he still grasped it.

“But, cosmic coincidence! What is that in your hand? How 
odd! It almost resembles one of my most treasured possessions, the 
rare and powerful relic known as the Chronophage.”

“Ah,” said Quill, looking down at the golden sphere. He was 
trying to think of his next move when Diamolo’s warning suddenly 
came back to him. “Beware his gaze.” Yet, Quill had been looking 
in the man’s eyes all this time to no ill effect. Suddenly he heard a 
strange popping noise. Quill lifted his gaze but did not directly meet 
the man’s eyes. With his peripheral vision, Quill noticed something 
new about the man’s face, but couldn’t tell what it was.

“Is something amiss?” asked Binidroo Meticuli.
“No, no, not at all,” said Quill. “I was simply thinking of how 

odd it is that my golden ball so closely resembles one of the pieces in 
your collection. The world is full of unexplainable mysteries.”

“Good sir, I will be the first to attest to that,” said Binidroo 
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with a laugh. “Why, you cannot imagine the bizarre sights, sounds, 
tactile sensations, tastes, smells, synesthesias, synchronicities, odd 
occurrences, and strange phenomena that I have experienced in my 
travels to find the rarest objects in all the countless worlds. Why, I 
remember once, in the Phantomic Zone of the Parallax Continuum, 
I encountered a...but sir, I must ask once again if something is 
amiss. You seem to be avoiding looking me in the eye. I do not 
mean to judge, but in my experience, this often reveals a person of 
compromising moral outlook or guilty conscience, or at the very least, 
denotes a disrespectfully wandering mind or ill manners.”

Just then Quill could have sworn that something moved on 
the man’s face in a peculiar manner, as if a large worm had crawled 
upon his forehead. Though overcome with curiosity, Quill kept 
his direct gaze averted. He casually reached into his pocket and 
grasped the magenta gem whose absence from his person would 
automatically transport him back to Diamolo’s stronghold in Vzan. 
Then Quill realized that if he did so, he would leave behind Chaba, 
who was the very reason for this quest. Where was he? Cowering 
behind some display case, no doubt. Yet what could the little monkey 
doll do to aid him? Quill decided the next best course of action 
was to end the overly long conversation by striking Binidroo with 
sufficient force in the face. Crude, but effective.

Quill nodded as if in agreement with himself as he tensed 
his muscles and balled up his fist. Then he flung his arm back 
and twisted his body to swing a punch at Binidroo. But at the 
last moment, as his fist was coming forward, he looked up to aim 
properly at his target.

Binidroo was smiling calmly. He stared at Quill with three 
eyes, for a third large black one had erupted from the middle of 
Binidroo’s forehead on a stalk as long as a finger, and stared at Quill 
with a darkness into which he seemed to be falling. He tried to 
ignore it and continue his swing, but found he was unable to look 
away or to move a single voluntary muscle.

“Now, let me get a good long look at my new acquisition,” 
said Binidroo, as his eyestalk moved back and forth like a snake, but 
always trained upon Quill’s eyes. The collector stepped closer and 
sneered at Quill.

“I would not be so gullible as to believe such coincidences 
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as you purport, even had I not immediately noticed that the 
Chronophage was missing from its display case, or beforehand, felt 
the warning vibration in my codpiece the moment you violated the 
barrier of the case. How was it done? Not by force. And how did you 
gain access to the museum, for you were not one of the visitors this 
day? You see, I miss nothing with my eyes.” Binidroo flicked Quill’s 
nose with his finger. “Ah well, all such questions shall be answered 
at my leisure, and your extreme discomfort, before I prepare you for 
your final resting place in my private basement exhibit where you 
will join the others who have sought to cheat me in various ways. The 
price the perversely curious rich will pay to see that private exhibit 
allows me certain altruism, allowing the financially less fortunate free 
entrance to the museum once each full moon cycle. And so, I rid the 
world of miscreants and show charity to the poor.

“But enough pleasantries,” said Binidroo, reaching into a 
shirt pocket from which he pulled forth a silver tube. “This paralytic 
mist shall freeze you in this wonderfully dynamic pose. I will 
not even have to rearrange your limbs before placing you in your 
permanent new home.”

The collector lifted the silver tube toward Quill’s face. Just 
a moment before he could release the mist, Chaba dropped from a 
ramp above, fell toward Binidroo’s face, and caught himself on the 
collector’s eye stalk as if it were the branch of a tree. Binidroo cried 
out in surprise and pain, lifting his free hand toward his face. All 
three of his eyes momentarily closed, freeing Quill from the hypnotic 
spell. Chaba let go the stalk and sprang away. Quill leapt forward and 
punched Binidroo in the stomach. The collector doubled over, and in 
the process, activated the paralytic tube. The pink mist hissed out into 
Binidroo’s face and he froze in his doubled up position.

Quill leapt backward, warding the air from his nose and 
mouth with his sleeve. He retreated down the ramp.

“Chaba!” he shouted.
Chaba ran and scurried up to Quill’s shoulder. Quill reached 

into his pocket, pulled forth the magenta gem, and flung it from his 
person. He felt a moment of disorientation and saw nothing but 
a reddish light before his eyes. Then he was standing back in the 
chamber of Diamolo in the doorframe of the transportation device. 
He stepped forward and took several relieved breaths.
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A moment later, the wizard stepped forth from behind 
a machine. When he saw the Chronosphere in Quill’s hand, he 
raised his crystal wand. A magenta spark and the Chronosphere 
was released from Quill’s grasp with a slight shock and flew into the 
Diamolo’s waiting hand.

“Must you be so impatient and rude after I have so 
magnanimously risked life and limb!” complained Quill. “I would 
have handed it to you.”

“Forgive me,” said Diamolo, examining the golden sphere 
with almost lustful eyes. “I could not risk your intentions.”

“As you said, it was I who awakened you. Now, there is equity 
between us. I must depart to fulfill my quest to save your world.”

Diamolo nodded distractedly. “Yes, yes, by all means. Go.” 
Diamolo strode away to the other end of the chamber.

Quill shook his head at the wizard’s brusqueness, put his 
winter clothes back on, and then strode toward the exit. “Chaba, I am 
not impressed with the manners of those who lived eight hundred 
years ago.”

“You did help cause the threat to his life in the first place. 
Did you expect his thanks? I do not even expect yours.”

The door that had been shut since their departure to the 
Emerald Dimension now slid up to release them into the outer 
chamber. Quill stepped out and stopped.

“I was coming to it,” said Quill. “Thank you for saving me. 
Although it was because of you that I was forced to risk my life 
in the first place. And although you did cut it a bit too fine. I was 
afraid I would spend the rest of my life in Binidroo’s secret basement 
museum.” Quill shook off a chill that was not completely from the 
rush of cold air.

“I waited until he was completely absorbed in his own words 
and task. I had only one chance. Had I failed, I would be in his 
basement as well.”

“Let us not speak of it again,” said Quill. “Another task now 
faces us, no more pleasant than the one we have just finished. In fact, 
less so. I go to kill a Queen.”
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THE ICE PALACE

They found the door on the north side of the entry hall open. 
A tunnel extended straight ahead into the gloom.

“Let us hope this leads out the other side,” said Quill.
“We could go back and ask Diamolo for directions,” said 

Chaba.
Quill snorted. “I would rather fumble about in the freezing 

dark than speak with him again.”
“Let me reconnoiter,” said Chaba. “I can see at least as well as 

you with my button eyes, and if there is danger, I will report it.” The 
monkey doll leapt from his shoulder and proceeded.

“Very well,” said Quill. He was occasionally puzzled by 
Chaba’s behavior. At times the monkey doll seemed like a coward 
who cared for nothing but to save his own fabric, while at other times 
he risked himself to protect Quill. But perhaps humans were no less 
erratic.

Quill walked forward for some time, as it was preferable 
to standing still in the cold. The tunnel became so dark that he 
was forced to feel his way. Finally he became concerned at Chaba’s 
absence and called in a loud whisper. A few moments later, he heard 
the monkey doll’s voice from some little distance ahead.

“I return,” said Chaba.
Despite Chaba’s announcement, Quill jerked with a yelp 

when the monkey doll scurried back up his leg to his shoulder, 
imagining a huge spider that somehow thrived in such weather.

“Good news,” said Chaba. “After a curve to the left and then 
the right, a large archway of sunlight lies ahead.
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Excellent,” said Quill.
For several more minutes Quill traveled, and the passage 

swerved back and forth as Chaba had said. Then Quill saw an 
archway of blue perhaps one or two hundred yards ahead. The 
archway grew in size with every step, and the stone tunnel around 
him became visible once more.

Soon he emerged onto a snow-covered platform that looked 
out over the valley. To his right, the valley opened up wider beyond 
the mountain upon which Quill stood, and continued many miles to 
the east. To the west, the valley narrowed into a cul-de-sac, ending 
in other peaks of dark blue stone. The drifts of snow that had been 
like a sea that they had seen from the south rim of the valley became 
more shallow on the west end, as if a great wind had blown the snow 
away from the west side or as if the supply of snow had simply been 
insufficient to fill this end.

“Quill!” said Chaba. “Look below at the foot of those 
mountains.” Chaba was pointing at the west end of the valley.

Quill squinted his eyes. What he had at first thought was 
only some natural ice formations created by snow melting from the 
rocks above now seemed to take on the form of a palace glittering in 
the noonday sun.

“Can it be a palace made of ice?” asked Quill. “Perhaps our 
eyes play tricks on us.”

“I would assume so, except that it is what we expected 
to find. Perhaps we did not expect an ice palace, but a palace 
nonetheless.”

“We must move closer to be sure,” said Quill.
A path as large as a small road branched off from the 

platform, hugging the north side of the mountain from which they 
had emerged.

“This path is much more clearly defined than the one on the 
south,” said Quill. “There is no doubt it was constructed for travel, 
though it seems ancient and unused.”

“I wonder now if Diamolo did not create the chambers in 
which he dwells, but simply inhabited and remodeled ones that were 
left over from some distant past. A great civilization may once have 
thrived here.”

“If so, it was as much a mystery to Gulk and the men of 
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Wyrd Tal as the most ancient ruins of Plemora are to us.” Recalling 
his lost comrades, Quill felt a wave of sadness come upon him. His 
shoulders slumped and he suddenly felt weary and dejected.

“Rest here a moment on this platform,” said Chaba, sensing 
his friend’s mood. “With the sun upon it, it is as warm as any place 
we will find. And the wind has almost completely ceased. Eat 
something, drink, and remove your load for a time.”

Quill sighed and nodded. He removed his pack and sat with 
his back against a rock. After eating a strip of dried meat and sipping 
some water, he closed his eyes and felt the sun upon his face, though 
its warmth was subtle in the cold air. Then he pulled his hood further 
over his face and closed his eyes.

Quill dreamt again of the palace of ice, and again was roused 
from his dream before he could move the blue curtains aside. Chaba 
was standing on his chest.

“I thought perhaps you should not sleep too long,” said 
Chaba. “It could be dangerous in this cold.”

Quill nodded, rose, and stretched. The sun did not seem to 
have moved far. “How long did I sleep?”

“Perhaps an hour,” replied Chaba.
Quill felt a bit restored after the harrowing heist in the 

Emerald Dimension. And having had the dream again, he was more 
eager than ever to reach the west end of the valley and bring the 
mystery and his unpleasant quest to an end.

He set off with Chaba on his shoulder and made his way 
along the winding mountain road. As they drew nearer to the end 
of the valley, the structure at the foot of the mountains became ever 
more distinct.

“There is no doubt,” said Chaba. “It is a palace formed of ice.”
“Yes,” said Quill. And it matched the palace of his dreams. 

An odd feeling came over him, as if he had never woken up, as if 
everything that had happened since arriving at the House of Quill 
had been a dream. Perhaps he was still there in bed, and it was only 
the first night of his arrival. It gave him some comfort, thinking he 
was still back home.

As they neared the end of the valley, Quill noticed something 
strange about the scenario. “Chaba, I was thinking we should remain 
more alert as we approach. Yet I have been scanning the cliffs and 
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the valley below and the palace itself, and have seen absolutely no 
sign of any guards or inhabitants of any kind. I expected the opposite. 
I expected sentinels, even troops to guard the valley. But it seems a 
lonely desolate place. This is the place we so feared to come?”

“Perhaps the dangers all await inside,” said Chaba.
“Perhaps,” said Quill. But he remembered his dream, in 

which the front of the palace and the palace itself were as it appeared 
now—empty and lonely, except for the beautiful voice singing a 
wordless song, and that song too was lonely. In fact, he thought he 
could hear it now, mournful, melancholy, and somehow pleading, as if 
calling him toward it.

“Chaba, do you hear anything?” asked Quill.
“Not a thing,” said Chaba.
“You do not hear singing?” asked Quill.
“Singing?” The monkey doll hesitated. “Now that you 

mention it...”
“Yes?”
“No, I do not,” said Chaba.
Quill sighed.
“Why?” asked Chaba. “Do you?”
“I suppose not,” said Quill.
They walked west until they were near the valley’s end. The 

road continued on into the mountains beyond. Quill looked for some 
way down, but saw only the rocks covered with snow and ice.

“I was hoping we would find some kind of path or steps 
leading down to the valley’s floor. I wish to descend near to the 
west wall. It is possible that hidden sentries watch from somewhere 
near or inside the palace.” Suddenly Quill remembered. “Ah! I had 
forgotten! As I am now mostly invulnerable, I need worry less about 
coming to harm from any guardians. And if sharp teeth or magical 
fire or a giant’s stomping foot cannot harm me, then surely neither 
will a fall to the valley below.”

“As for that,” said Chaba. “I meant to speak of it, but it 
drifted from my mind, even as it seems to have drifted from yours.”

“You have some theory as to why I am impervious to harm?”
“Yes,” said Chaba.
“I have my own. It started since I came to Vzan, so it is my 

belief that some difference in this world has caused it.”
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“An interesting idea,” said Chaba, “But—”
“In that case, any visitor from Plemora would be equally 

invulnerable. Perhaps some difference in the air or the sun of this 
world.”

“I do not believe this is the cause,” said Chaba.
“Then why am I invulnerable?” asked Quill.
“You are not invulnerable,” said Chaba.
“Well, perhaps I am still affected by cold and hunger and 

thirst. But when it comes to—”
“That is not what I meant. I meant that you were 

invulnerable. But I believe that you are no longer. It is easy to test, 
and most important that you do so before descending to the valley to 
face new dangers that could easily harm or kill you.”

Quill frowned. “What kind of test?”
“Simply draw your dagger and attempt to prick the skin on 

your arm.”
Quill paused for a moment. “Very well.” He pulled the glove 

from his left hand and drew the sleeve of his coat back.
“Chaba! The bracelets!” exclaimed Quill. There upon Quill’s 

wrist were the two magic bracelets given him by Diamolo.
“Diamolo forgot them!” said Chaba.
“As did we! Though I spoke of the possibility while outside 

the museum, I thought it was a vain hope.”
“Either his long sleep made him forgetful or he was 

overwhelmed by the sight of the Chronosphere. I suspect the latter.”
“I care not why,” said Quill with a grin. He felt like a 

schoolboy that had bought two pieces of candy and gone home to 
open the bag and find that the merchant had given him the wrong 
bag with a dozen candies instead.

“This is most fortuitous,” said Chaba.
“Indeed!” said Quill. “Can you imagine how these magic 

bracelets can aid us in future jobs?”
“Easily,” said Chaba. “But now, to test your invulnerability.”
“Yes, of course,” said Quill, praying that he was still 

impervious to physical harm. He imagined himself returning to 
Plemora with such newfound powers. He would rise to fame and 
fortune in no time!

Quill drew the dagger from the sheath on his belt, touched 
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the tip to his arm, took a breath, and flicked it across his skin. He 
gasped as a tiny red dot of blood oozed to the surface.

“I do not understand!” said Quill.
“Hmm. I think I do,” said Chaba. “Open your coat that I may 

see your tunic.”
Quill frowned in puzzlement, but did as Chaba asked.
“It is as I thought,” said Chaba. “Behold the top button of 

your tunic, the bronze button given to you by your father.”
Quill looked down. The button was charred and half melted. 

He looked at the other buttons, but they were unmarred. “What does 
this mean?”

“You believed that your father had given you only a bronze 
button, at most a curio or artifact that might fetch a small price from 
a collector. But it was far more. It was this button that saved you 
from the tearing teeth of the ravaging predator at the frozen river, 
and from the strangling coil of the unseen creatures at the lodge in 
Karakus, and from the crushing foot of the giant Quazerak.”

Quill gaped at Chaba. “Are you sure?”
“I can say so with a fair amount of certainty. It also saved you 

from the magical fire of Diamolo. Unfortunately, that is what also 
destroyed it.”

“I did smell burning metal after he struck,” said Quill, 
nodding.

“Had he bothered to strike you again, you would now be 
dead. It is perhaps best that you were bold enough to brag of being 
the Invulnerable Quill. He believed you.”

Quill rubbed the twisted piece of bronze with his finger. 
“Then it is useless now.”

“Not completely,” said Chaba. “It still works as a button. And 
perhaps more importantly, as a reminder of how much your father 
really loved you.”

Quill stared at the button for a moment. Then he sat down in 
the snow and began to weep with great sobs. Chaba, uncomfortable 
with such displays of emotion, hopped up on a nearby rock and kept 
watch on the ice palace.

All of the emotions Quill had held in since his father’s death, 
that he had not yet been ready to feel or been too busy surviving and 
trying to save a world to deal with, had been unleashed, at least as 
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much as they could be for now. Finally, the feelings eased, and he felt 
a weight lifted from him in the release of heavy tears. He wiped his 
face and stood.

“Come, my friend,” said Quill. “We have a job to finish, 
though I dread what I may have to do.”

“We will find a way,” said Chaba.
“I am grateful to my father, and aware now that he has saved 

my life several times over. But I wish I still had the invulnerability.”
“Does a man complain about losing a horse when two more 

show up at his doorstep?”
“What do you mean? Oh, the bracelets! Yes!”
“It may entail some danger, but possibly you can leap down 

to the valley floor. The bracelet makes you lighter but no less durable.”
“Yes! I shall fall at a slower rate so I should not be injured by 

the impact.”
“As long as its effect lasts until you land,” said Chaba.
Quill’s brow furrowed. “I can only hope it shall. I will first 

test its limits.”
Quill pushed the blue gem on that bracelet and jumped 

straight into the air with great force. Chaba watched from below as 
he flew upward, twenty, thirty, fifty feet, and still he rose. He was 
becoming concerned when he slowed about twenty feet later and 
then gradually descended back to the path and landed on his feet.

“Impressive!” said Chaba, clapping his little cloth hands 
together.

Quill nodded. “I should be able to jump much farther 
sideways with a run. We shall move a bit closer to the west wall. 
Then, if I am seen leaping, so be it. There is no way around it. 
Climbing down over ice-covered rocks would be far more hazardous.”

“Agreed,” said Chaba.
Quill walked about another two hundred yards till he was at 

the end of the valley. Chaba crawled into his backpack.
“Are you ready?” asked Quill.
“Prepared!” said Chaba.
Quill stepped back to the foot of the cliff face behind him. 

Then he pushed the blue gem on the bracelet, ran forward, and 
leapt from the edge of the path. He flew upward over the rocks 
below. It was both frightening and exhilarating. He began to make 
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a downward arc just as he cleared the rocks. The snow of the valley 
floor approached. Quill landed on his feet but tumbled forward and 
rolled across the soft snow several times. He stopped and found he 
was unharmed, lying in a snow drift about two feet deep.

He did not rise, but brushed the snow from his face and 
turned in the direction of the ice palace. It stood about three hundred 
yards away. It consisted, from what he could see, of a central dome 
and an outer wall that seemed to curve a bit in a convex fashion, 
with two spires off to the left and right sides. He instructed Chaba 
to watch behind him. He waited for some time, surveying both the 
ice palace and the cliffs behind it, but could detect no presence or 
movement.

“Either I was not seen, there was no one to see me, or they 
are waiting for me at the palace.”

“In any case, your choice is the same,” said Chaba.
Quill rose and ran west to the foot of the cliffs. Using these 

for cover, he made his way toward the palace. The closer he came, the 
more he marveled at the fact that it seemed to be formed completely 
from ice.

“Was it built by magic?” asked Quill. “I see no separate 
blocks.”

“Possibly,” said Chaba. “It could have been built by hand, but 
that would have taken a long time, and some form of controlled heat 
would have to have been used.”

“I wonder if those within can see out through the walls,” said 
Quill.

“If so, unclearly. As you can see, our vision is obstructed 
by the warp of the ice, and by shadow and light playing within the 
substance. I certainly cannot see what is within.”

“Nor I,” said Quill.
He had come within a stone’s throw of the palace.
“I must confess that I imagined it would be larger,” said 

Quill. “As palaces go, it is of a moderate, if not humble, size.”
“Perhaps only the Queen lives here,” said Chaba.
“I have had the same thought myself. That seems odd, but 

perhaps not so much if she is a sorceress who keeps to herself and 
summons only the odd monster to do her bidding.”

“Let us hope we meet no more of those,” said Chaba.
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“I am surprised that we have not,” said Quill. “We have been 
attacked several times, starting at my house back in Corandor. Yet 
now...”

“Perhaps she does not expect anyone to dare the journey 
here, to brave the cold and whatever powers she has.”

“She must not,” said Quill. “For the front door is open. Or 
perhaps there is no front door.”

Chaba saw that Quill was correct as they peered around the 
side of the structure. A large ornately shaped archway was in the 
middle of the outwardly curving wall. Quill sneaked closer, feeling 
ridiculously exposed with the bright sun, white snow, and semi-
transparent walls of the palace.

“Is the snow discolored under the archway?” asked Quill. “It 
looks almost as if an animal relieved itself and made the snow slightly 
yellow.”

Chaba paused for a moment. “No, it looks more like a rug of 
some kind.”

“A welcome mat?” asked Quill.
When they were within fifty feet of the archway, the off-

white object stirred, rose on four legs and turned black eyes and snout 
in their direction.

“A welcome bear,” said Chaba.
“Bear!” exclaimed Quill.
The bear strode forward on all fours. “Intruders! Why do you 

approach the palace of the Queen?”
Quill stepped back slowly in retreat. “I apologize for 

disturbing your rest.”
“What do you want? Have assassins dared return?”
Quill did not know how to answer this. He whispered to 

Chaba. “The element of surprise is lost. There is only one thing to fall 
back on.”

“The truth?” asked Chaba.
“No, a lie.” He spoke to the bear. “We are simply travelers 

who happened upon this peaceful valley. We saw the beautiful palace 
and marveled at its sight. We only wished a closer look.”

“You have had it,” said the bear, pausing. “Now, be gone!”
“First, we would speak to your Queen,” said Quill.
“We?” asked the bear, looking around for other intruders.
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Quill cursed, realizing he should have said I. “I and my little 
friend here on my shoulder. A harmless animated toy.”

“None may see the Queen,” said the bear. “Depart now. I 
shall not warn you again.”

Quill growled. “Plan number three.” He ran forward toward 
the bear. The bear rose up on his hind legs and Quill was amazed to 
see that it stood nearly ten feet tall.

“Might I remind you that you are no longer invulnerable?” 
said Chaba, slipping quickly into Quill’s pack.

“I know,” said Quill. “But I can joust with the best of them.”
When he was within twenty feet of the bear, he pressed 

the blue gem, leapt up, and passed over the animal. The bear looked 
up with surprise as Quill cleared its head by a good ten feet. As he 
landed, he tried to continue his run. But he had little practice with 
such leaps. His momentum had thrown him too far forward and his 
feet slipped out from under him. He tumbled head over heels in the 
snow. Struggling to his feet, he shook the snow from his face, not 
even sure what direction he was facing. He saw the palace in front 
of him. He turned to check the location of the bear. Unfortunately, 
his slow rate of fall had given it a chance to recover, and Quill had 
underestimated the incredible speed of such a bulky creature. The 
bear was already upon him, running at full speed.

Quill had only two seconds to react. Doubting the efficacy of 
his sword with such a creature at close range, he instinctively looked 
to his left wrist again to push the bracelet with the blue gem in order 
to leap away. But when he looked down, both bracelets were covered 
with snow, obscuring his view. In the time that it took to brush the 
snow away, the bear sprang upon him. In a panic, he pushed down 
on the general area of the bracelets and tried to spring up from a 
kneeling position, but felt only the heaviness of his normal weight lift 
him an inch off the ground. The shadow of the bear fell over him. He 
heard a savage cry. Quill closed his eyes.

There was a tremendous sense of motion and the prodigious 
thump of a collision. Quill opened his eyes.

The bear was rolling across the snowy ground off to Quill’s 
left with another giant creature covered in gray and white fur. The 
creature pushed away from the white bear, rolled across the snowy 
ground, and rose to its feet, pulling a large club from its belt.
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“Gulk!” shouted Quill in joy.
It was the Vulkarian, returned as if from the wintery land 

of the dead. He grinned at Quill with his huge tusks. And Quill 
realized that the last savage cry he had heard had not been the bear’s.

“Deal with the Queen!” shouted Gulk. “I shall deal with 
him.”

“No!” cried the bear. It roared and turned toward the palace, 
but Gulk leapt upon its back, throwing it to the ground.

Quill did not wait to watch the struggle, but turned and ran 
at his greatest speed. He drew his sword as he reached the archway 
and peered inside. A short tunnel with walls of thick ice and a floor 
of flattened snow extended forward. He strode quickly onward to 
another archway that was less elaborately carved, and, holding his 
sword before him, stepped inside. Now he was in a large circular 
chamber, again made of ice walls with a floor of flat snow and a high 
curved ceiling of ice. The light filtered in like shards of glass, creating 
a beautiful and strange mosaic on the floor. There was an opening 
to a chamber on his right, but he could not see in, due to its angle. 
Ahead, at the back of the chamber, was a large curved chair of ice. He 
stepped forward.

Suddenly, as if he were in a dream, the room wavered. Quill 
gaped. It seemed he was standing in the same room according to size 
and direction, and even architecture. But now it was the room of his 
dreams. The floor was of blue and white marble tiles. The walls were 
white marble run through with veins of silver. The ceiling curved high 
overhead. And the light came through a round crystal portal in the 
ceiling and from similar windows all around the room. The throne 
was made of marble as well, draped with blue fabric and backed by 
a blue tapestry with some type of design. And to his right, where he 
had seen an opening to another chamber, were blue curtains.

And now, it seemed he could hear the voice in his head that 
he knew must be the Queen of Pale Shadows. He felt as if he were in 
a dream as he approached the blue curtains. He stopped in front of 
them and reached out his hand.

“Stop!” said a female voice from behind him.
He spun around.
In the center of the room stood a female warrior almost as 

tall as Quill. She wore blue and silver armor of a style he had never 
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seen. It was bold, yet sophisticated in construction, with silver and 
white inlay, and consisted of a breastplate and arm circlets, plates 
upon her thighs, and armored boots. A rounded helmet with curved 
ornate spikes rising upward from the sides just above ear height hid 
all but the shadows of eyes and the bridge of the nose through a 
V-shaped opening.

“So, the assassins return to finish their work. Not while 
I live.” Her voice rang with a metallic sound in the helmet that 
emphasized her strident manner of speech. She spoke in words Quill 
could understand but with an exotic accent.

“Assassins?” asked Quill, unsure to whom else she might be 
referring. But he knew very well that she was referring at least to 
him. And how could he deny it? Had he not invaded her palace with 
a sword in his hand? Had he not come here to kill the Queen?

But Quill had no time to protest, for the woman sprang 
forward with a passionate cry, raising in her hand a silver sword that 
glinted like frozen death.
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QUEEN’S CHAMPION

Quill raised his sword. The two blades met in a spark of 
metal. Quill retreated to his left to avoid the curtains as the woman 
struck again. Again he blocked her attack. If she was hampered at 
all by her armor, he was hampered by his fur coat and much less 
protected.

As they battled toward the center of the room, Quill realized 
now more than ever how much his heart was not in the fight. If he 
were not careful, he would end up not only failing two worlds but 
also losing his life. He forced himself to go on the offensive. The 
woman’s style was bold and efficient, with very little subterfuge. 
She was both strong and fast, and she relied solely on that and her 
passion. Quill was technically more proficient. He believed he could 
defeat her, and he realized he would have to do so, purely out of self-
defense, whatever his feelings.

In his heart and even from his instincts, he wanted to try and 
reason with her. But by now she was in the midst of a battle rage. Her 
one goal was clearly to kill him or drive him from the palace. And 
Quill had nothing he could say to change the situation. Envoys had 
already been sent to plead with the Queen and had never returned.

Quill’s mixed feelings and distracted thoughts almost cost 
him his life. He was too slow in retreating after parrying one of her 
swings, and her follow up slash cut through his fur coat and almost 
grazed his ribs. When she followed up with an overhead strike, Quill 
blocked her blade and kicked out at her leg to unbalance her, but her 
armor protected her. She caught his blade with a circular motion, 
pushed it aside, and thrust at his chest. Quill dodged just in the nick 
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of time and thrust upward with his sword at her head. As she jerked 
back to avoid his blade, his sword struck with a clang. It caught the 
bottom of her helmet, which was torn from her head to clatter across 
the tiles with a metallic ring.

The woman was thrown back to the tiles in a sitting position, 
stunned, but still holding her sword. Long white hair tumbled down to 
her shoulders. He sprang forward and pointed his sword at her neck.

He was about to order her to yield when she looked up at 
him with silver eyes. He paused and stared in surprise. It was the face 
of the woman from his dreams.

“You!” he said. She simply stared into his eyes without 
expression. His sword arm relaxed for a moment. With a sudden 
quick movement, she knocked his sword aside and thrust upward, 
piercing him through the left side of his chest.

Quill cried out as he felt the sharp pain. She drew her sword 
back. Quill stepped backward, holding his sword in front of him as 
she rose to her feet. He took two more steps back and was overcome 
with dizziness. He braced his feet widely as she approached with her 
sword held before her. He tried to lift up his sword, but it dropped 
from his hand, and suddenly the blue and white tiles of the floor were 
rising toward him. He seemed to fall through one of the blue tiles 
into a dark space, and then knew nothing more.

Quill found himself again at the edge of the winter woods. 
He heard the song, and she came as always, kissed his lips, and 
led him by the hand between the dark bare trunks and branches. 
And suddenly, he was again in front of the ice palace, alone. But he 
followed the song as always into the palace and across the tiled floor 
to the blue curtains. He reached out and drew one of the curtains 
aside. In a small chamber was a rectangular pedestal, and upon it 
was a curved shell of ice or crystal. Inside, snowflakes swirled, and 
the Queen lay upon a thick blanket of snow, in a gossamer dress that 
matched the color of her white skin. She seemed to be dead or asleep. 
She opened her eyes and sat up, and then turned and looked at Quill. 
Then she moved through the shell as if it were not there and stepped 
off the pedestal. She stared into Quill’s eyes and walked toward him 
until it seemed she passed through him.

Suddenly, Quill was looking out on a strange frozen world 
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of crystal spires and dark gargantuan forests, lit by a pale sun in a 
lavender sky. Then he was in the midst of strangely garbed white-
skinned beings in a large curved chamber, looking out as if from 
someone else’s eyes. One of the people looked similar to the Queen, 
as if she could be her sister. A conflict was happening that he did 
not understand. He could hear no sound. Scenes shifted. He was 
surrounded by several of these beings in a courtyard under a night 
sky. They made strange gestures and were speaking in unison. 
Suddenly he felt vertigo and everything began to spin. He saw only 
swirling stars. Or were they snowflakes?

Then he was at the edge of a forest near sunset. Mountains 
crowned with snow rose in the background. The scene shifted and he 
saw a gigantic white bear like the one that had guarded the palace 
entrance. It was moving toward him, and then it was nuzzling his 
slender white hand. Now he was riding across a winter landscape 
upon the bear’s back under a full moon. The vision shifted to daylight 
hours. He saw the Hush Valley, covered only by patchy layers of thin 
snow. Then he saw the west corner of the valley, but there was no 
palace. The scene shifted again and the palace was there. He watched 
the moon changing from waxing to full to waning to dark.

It was daylight again, and he saw a large procession of people 
approaching from the east upon the valley floor. As they drew near, 
he saw among them some of the Ladies of the Summer Wind. They 
brought greetings and gifts. Cups were passed. A golden liquid was 
poured from a bottle and shared by all. Then the people were gone 
and the valley was empty. He was inside the palace, and felt himself 
falling to the floor. He rose again and saw through eyes that wavered, 
unfocused, and moved unsteadily toward the blue curtains, drawing 
them aside, and entering a small chamber with the pedestal and the 
bed of snow. Then Quill was looking at the ice ceiling. White slender 
female hands wove a strange pattern in the air in front of him. Then 
snow swirled and ice formed all around. Finally the eyelids closed.

Quill awoke. He was lying on a bed of furs in the same room 
in which he had fallen. A beardless man with a sternly handsome 
face was staring down at him. Upon the man’s shoulder was Chaba.

“Chaba,” said Quill. He tried to rise but was too weak. He 
felt an ache that went from his chest to the inside of his left shoulder.
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“Do not seek to rise yet,” said the man in a low crisp voice. 
The voice sounded familiar. Then Quill noticed the violet and rust 
colored clothing and realized it was the wizard Diamolo, who had 
simply shaved off his beard and combed his hair.

Diamolo spoke again. “If you rest and let the Equium 
complete its work, you will be restored to full health before the day is 
over. You should be able to stand in a few minutes.” The wizard held 
Quill’s head up and gave him a sip of water from a canteen.

“Welcome back,” said Chaba.
“Thank you,” said Quill to both Chaba and Diamolo.
He turned his head to the left and was surprised to see 

Gulk speaking with the white bear and the warrior woman. They 
approached when they saw that Quill was awake.

“Quill!” said Gulk, grinning from ear to hideous ear. Now 
Quill saw that the Vulkarian’s arms were wrapped with bandages.

“Gulk,” said Quill. “You saved my life.”
“From me, I am afraid,” said the bear.
“It was really Chaba that saved yours,” said Gulk.
The woman stayed further back and said nothing. She had 

not replaced her helmet. Her bare head was bowed. Quill struggled 
up onto one elbow despite his weakness, and continued looking at 
her until she finally looked up.

“I was sure you had struck my heart,” said Quill. He smiled.
She stared into his eyes and returned a tentative smile.
“Please forgive me,” she said. “But it was my duty. I did not 

understand.”
Quill shook his head. “Gracious lady and great warrior, 

I have a feeling there is nothing to forgive. It is I who do not 
understand. Please believe me when I tell you that this is not some 
trite attempt at courting, but I confess now that I saw you in a dream. 
That dream has reoccurred many times since I came to Vzan. Are you 
not the Queen of Pale Shadows?”

She shook her head. “I am only her Champion.”
Quill turned back to Diamolo and Chaba. “Can anyone 

explain what has happened, what is happening, perhaps even what 
will happen? My head is awhirl.”

“I will leave this to Chaba,” said Diamolo. “I must return to 
my sanctum to retrieve some equipment and make preparations.”
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“Very well,” said Quill. “You have only added to my 
questions. But one answer I believe you have given me: you succeeded 
in bringing the Equium to its proper completion.”

“Correct,” said Diamolo. “Had I not, you would not be 
speaking. Now, I must go. Gulk?”

The Vulkarian followed Diamolo out of the hall. Quill was 
disappointed when the woman warrior also walked away with the 
polar bear to the other side of the chamber to confer.

“Please, Chaba,” said Quill. “I feel that I was wounded at the 
end of one story only to wake up in the middle of another.”

“It is not the middle for you, but the end, as you shall see.”
Quill furrowed his brow.
“I did not mean that to sound so dire,” said Chaba. “I simply 

meant that your quest is at an end.”
Quill sighed. “How that could be I cannot begin to 

understand, but I am nevertheless relieved beyond measure by the 
news.” Then he spoke sotto voce. “As long as you will tell me surely 
that I will not have to kill the Queen.”

“You will have to kill no one,” said Chaba. “As for the Queen, 
you may end up being the one who saves her. We shall soon see. But 
that comes at the end of my tale, or at least, the tale as told to me by 
the Queen’s Champion.”

Quill lay back down and closed his eyes. “Please begin.”
“The tale begins in yet another world from this one. The 

woman we know as the Queen of Pale Shadows was of a lineage that 
we would call royal or noble in Plemora, though in her home world, 
it is not quite the same. She comes from a line of beings that are born 
with extraordinary powers. Some conflict of interests occurred among 
these special folk, specifically between the Queen’s sister and her. 
In the end, the Queen was betrayed and banished by her sister and 
several people loyal to her. They sent her away using strange powers 
that stranded her on this world called Vzan. They were merciful 
enough to send her to a region of this world not too unlike her own 
in climate. Here she befriended Rabor, the ice bear who nearly killed 
you. She formed the ice palace with her powers and lived here with 
only him and the Champion as her companions. But she and her 
palace were seen by others and news spread of a strange sorceress of 
great power who lived in the west end of Hush Valley.”
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Quill opened his eyes. “Chaba, while I lay wounded and 
unconscious, I believe I dreamt the things of which you speak.” He 
told Chaba of his reoccurring dream, and briefly of this new one that 
had continued on from it.

“Then perhaps you have the whole story already,” said Chaba.
“Only in images, and I do not understand some of it,” said 

Quill. “Nor, of course, do I know of anything that happened after I 
was wounded. Pray, continue.”

“This part you do know, at least the beginning of it, as told 
by the Ladies of the Summer Wind. They sent emissaries to meet 
this Queen, and if she proved cordial, to greet her with gifts. She was 
indeed friendly, and gifts were given by the Ladies, and a toast was 
drunk by all to seal their friendship. The emissaries departed. But the 
harmless honey wine brewed by the Ladies soon became poison to 
the Queen.”

“They poisoned her?” asked Quill, sitting up.
“Not intentionally,” said Chaba. “What I meant was that the 

wine for some reason proved to be poison to the Queen, for though 
she appears human apart from her paleness, she is not. But before 
the poison could kill her, she struggled to her bed and wove a spell 
that encased her, sleeping in a cocoon of ice, almost as Diamolo had 
placed himself in a mechanical hibernating chamber. I suppose she 
hoped that her body would heal and that she would awaken. But thus 
far, she has not. And so, she remains in a comatose state, sleeping 
perhaps forever in the chamber behind me.”

Quill sat up, and already felt stronger than when he had first 
awakened. He stared at the blue curtains that he had seen so many 
times in his dreams, and felt an insatiable curiosity to finally see what 
was behind them. But he did not yet feel strong enough to stand, and 
did not want to collapse again or hinder the healing power of the 
Equium. He lay back down.

“You shall see her soon enough,” said Chaba.
Quill snorted a short rather humorless laugh. “Chaba, what 

you are telling me is that the world was almost destroyed over a 
simple misunderstanding and some bad wine.”

“In essence, that is exactly what happened,” said Chaba.
“Ridiculous,” said Quill.
“As is much of life,” said Chaba.
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Quill sighed. “And for this I was woken from my sleep and 
taken from my home and put through endless trials. But, wait. This 
does not explain everything. If the Queen has been asleep, who is 
covering the land in winter? And from whence come her servants 
that have terrorized the land? And what explains their nature— half-
real, half-ghost, appearing and disappearing? Were they commanded 
and created by her Champion?” Quill looked across to the other side 
of the room. The bear was walking out of the chamber toward the 
front of the palace. The Queen’s Champion strode across the room 
by the bed where he lay, gave Quill a shy smile, and went through 
the blue curtains into the side chamber where the Queen slept. He 
did not believe that this kind-looking, shy and beautiful woman 
could have done those things. But then he remembered that she had 
recently stabbed him quite willingly and efficiently with her sword.

“This is perhaps the most fascinating aspect of this situation,” 
said Chaba. “At least, it is the aspect that fascinates me most. It surely 
would have astounded even my former master, the great Morbis. 
While I was speaking with the Queen’s Champion—she does not 
seem to have a name—she corroborated a theory that I developed 
once I found out that the Queen was in a coma.”

“And what is that?” asked Quill, turning his eyes on Chaba.
“The Queen’s power to manipulate reality is astonishing. The 

palace you see around you, built without the work of any hands, is 
evidence. But while she has been asleep, it has continued to operate. 
Either it operates uncontrolled, or perhaps, believing that she was 
poisoned, she intentionally acts out her vengeance upon this world 
in her dreams. Surely her deepest sleeping mind since she fell into 
her hibernation has created not only the winter that has covered 
all the land, but also the strange creatures that have appeared since 
that winter began. Whether or not she is able actually to create life 
or simply pull it from another world or dimension is not clear. But 
either way, that might explain how some are phantoms or waver back 
and forth from reality to ghostliness or from here to elsewhere.”

Quill sat up again. “I believe her actions are not completely 
under her control. This would explain why she seemed to be inviting 
me, summoning me, even guiding me to her in my dream, while at 
the same time trying to destroy me as the living ice statue of her did 
in my house back in our own world of Plemora.”
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“Yes,” said Chaba. “I had forgotten your dreams. As with 
humans, all of her contradictory emotions and intentions and deepest 
hidden drives manifest in the world of dreams. And thus, she could 
possibly love you and wish to kill you at the same time. From what I 
can surmise, the Queen is a peaceful woman, and trusting—perhaps 
too trusting when it came to her sister. In her dreams, she still 
wanted to feel friendship toward the people of this world, while also 
feeling hurt and enraged that, as she believed, they had betrayed her 
even as her own sister had.”

Quill spoke quietly again. “Chaba, you do not think that the 
Ladies of the Summer Wind purposely poisoned her?”

Chaba shook his head. “I see no motive for this. And I saw 
no evidence that the Ladies of the Summer Wind or their society 
would desire or approve of such an act. Besides, the wine that the 
Queen drank is still here in the palace. It was one of the gifts of the 
Ladies to the Queen. Diamolo is taking the wine back to his sanctum 
and will run a test to see if he can detect any poison. That should put 
the matter to rest once and for all.”

Quill shook his head. “In a sense, this disaster that the Ladies 
of the Summer Wind sought to avert was caused by the Ladies 
themselves!”

“Inadvertently, that is true,” said Chaba.
“And how, my friend, did all this sudden camaraderie come 

about? The last thing I knew, Gulk was fighting the bear, and the 
Queen’s Champion was going to kill me. What stopped her?”

“I did,” said Chaba. “At least, I and her sense of fair play. I 
leapt from your pack after you were stabbed and pleaded with her 
to spare your life and hear my story. She agreed to do so. But Gulk 
had overcome the bear, Rabor—fortunately only knocking him 
senseless and doing no last damage—and just then came charging 
into the room. It took all my powers of persuasion to stop them from 
fighting and get Gulk to agree to drop his club and sit calmly on the 
floor, especially when he saw your prone body. He laid his fur coat 
down for a bed and placed you upon it, staunching the flow of blood 
from your wound the best he could, and waiting for my word before 
crushing the Queen’s Champion if needed. Fortunately, it was not. 
The Champion was moved by my eloquent speech, and perhaps also 
by Gulk’s tears.”



QUEEN OF PALE SHADOWS

171

“Tears?” asked Quill.
“Yes, he wept, thinking you were going to die.”
“Noble Gulk.”
“Indeed. The sight of a weeping Vulkarian would move even 

the hardest of hearts.”
“And now I have the full story,” said Quill. “Almost. What is 

Diamolo going to do?”
“He is bringing back equipment to revive the Queen so that 

he can heal her with the amazing Equium.”
“Will it work?” asked Quill.
“Seeing Diamolo’s brilliance, I have little doubt. And so, 

Quill, we may yet save Vzan after all, but by saving the Queen, 
not killing her. For unbeknownst to us, our reluctant quest to the 
Emerald Dimension has made possible the Queen’s healing. If she 
awakens, the perpetual blanket of winter covering this land will end, 
as will the threat of the strange dream creatures. And Plemora will be 
safe as well. The Champion assures me, as the Queen did the Ladies 
of the Summer Wind, that she  desires only to live in peace in her 
small corner of Hush Valley.”

Quill shook his head. “I must say that the factor that 
surprises me most is Diamolo’s generosity. He did not seem the 
benevolent magnanimous type.”

Chaba cleared his throat. “Well, his actions are certainly 
benevolent, and he has been most generous. But he did ask a price for 
what he has done, is doing and will do, though the price is small for 
what he grants.”

“You mean that he is not helping the Queen simply out of 
the kindness of his heart. What price then?”

“For helping the Queen, he has only asked for Gulk’s lifelong 
service.”

“Lifelong?” asked Quill. “And Gulk has agreed?”
“Quite readily,” said Chaba. “Diamolo needs Gulk for 

heavy work that his Quazerak formerly performed. And if you will 
remember, Gulk is actually the one who caused the Quazerak to be 
thrown into the abyss.”

Quill pursed his lips. “What you say is true. There is a certain 
equity to it.”

“Gulk is not as strong as the Quazerak, but he is far more 
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intelligent. I believe they will both be content with the arrangement.”
Quill sighed. “And thus, finally, the story up till now is 

complete. We have only to await Diamolo’s return and see if he can 
succeed in reviving and healing the Queen. If not, we will still face a 
grave problem, for the Queen’s dreams will continue.”

“True,” said Chaba. “However, there is one last detail needed 
to bring the story up to the present moment.”

“And what is that?”
“The price Diamolo asked for healing you.”
“He wished to be paid for that?” asked Quill, annoyed.
“I’m afraid so. Gulk and I sped back to his sanctum after you 

were injured to persuade him. You were dying. He is a busy man, and 
the Equium is priceless. The amount he has will not last forever. And 
despite the Chronophage, it would take him years to create more.”

“I see,” said Quill. “Well then, what did Diamolo get in 
exchange for healing me?”

“Me,” said Chaba.
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FAREWELL TO A FRIEND

Quill stared at Chaba for several moments, dumbfounded, 
and then dismayed.

“What are you implying?” asked Quill.
“I am implying nothing. I am stating quite clearly that I now 

serve Diamolo.”
“But how could you promise such a thing?” asked Quill.
“Should I have let you die?” asked Chaba.
“Surely there was another way,” said Quill.
“I could not think of one, and there was little time,” said 

Chaba. “We had no healer, no salves, nothing but the wisdom of 
Gulk, Rabor, the Queen’s Champion, and myself. Even had you 
survived the shock and blood loss, which looked very unlikely, the 
cold environment would have finished you off. Although we did 
not know Diamolo as a healer, I remembered the Equium he was 
completing, and rushed with Gulk back to his sanctuary. I had to 
agree to his terms before he would even step out his door.”

“Still, you should have consulted me before making such a 
momentous decision!” said Quill.

“You were too busy dying! Are you angry with me for saving 
your life?”

“Yes!” said Quill. His heart was being yanked back and forth 
by a mixture of contradictory emotions. He was touched by Chaba’s 
decision and grateful for the saving of his life, but that made him 
even angrier and more distaught by the cost. He was far angrier with 
Diamolo for taking advantage of the situation and taking his friend 
from him, but also grateful for his help. Should he have expected the 
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wizard to act out of altruistic reasons, to save the life of a stranger at 
great cost to himself without asking anything in return?

Quill’s shoulders slumped. “No. I am sorry. I am not angry 
with you, Chaba. I am distressed at this news.”

“Perhaps I have been indispensible to your work. But you 
can find other help, other sources of knowledge, other companions, 
including those with longer arms and legs.”

Quill grunted. “You know it is not only that.”
“What then?” asked Chaba. His button eyes and stitched 

mouth indicated nothing but an ingenuous question.
“You know!” said Quill.
“I do not,” said Chaba.
Quill snorted. “Must I say it? I would miss...your friendship.”
“You have said it seldom before,” said Chaba.
“I am saying it now,” said Quill.
“I am moved,” said Chaba.
“Just as, no doubt, you would miss mine,” said Quill, looking 

at Chaba with an inquiring eye.
Chaba stared at Quill for a moment. “No doubt.”
“Or perhaps you would prefer Diamolo’s company,” said 

Quill. “Perhaps you even made the suggestion yourself.”
“Now you are being foolish!” said Chaba. “If I had wished to 

serve Diamolo, I could have said farewell to you when we were at his 
sanctuary and left you then.”

“I suppose,” said Quill with a sigh. “Again, I apologize. But 
I do think you may find life more interesting with him, as he is a 
wizard, experimenting with all manner of arcana, as did your former 
master, Morbis the Mysticator.”

“Perhaps,” said Chaba. “Though I doubt it will be as 
adventurous as life with you has been. I have seen many wonders 
throughout our journeys that I never would have seen in a 
laboratory.”

“We have seen many fantastic things, have we not?” said 
Quill.

“Indeed! And we have accomplished great things. We have 
saved princesses and restored kingdoms, recovered lost treasures and 
defeated monsters and villains. Already we have done enough that 
our exploits would fill many volumes of books.”
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Quill smiled, but then sadness overcame him. He frowned 
and his face trembled with emotion.

“I will check on the Queen,” mumbled Chaba. The monkey 
doll hopped away and disappeared through the blue curtains.

Quill felt tears well up. They streamed down his face, and he 
wiped them away and sat up. This quest had cost him both an old 
friend and new friends. It had cost him far too much. Yet he may 
have saved this world, and possibly his own world of Plemora as well. 
Much still depended on Diamolo’s success. What if the Queen could 
not be revived? Would she not continue dreaming her dreams of 
forever winter and madness? Despite Chaba’s reassurance, he might 
be forced to kill her after all.

Disquieted anew by this thought, he rose and was at least 
relieved to find that the ache in his shoulder had further diminished. 
He turned and strode toward the blue curtains as he had so many 
times in his dreams. It was an odd feeling to be awake in the scene 
for the first time. He reached out and pulled the curtain aside, feeling 
as if he would awaken again.

Beyond was a simple curved chamber about twenty feet wide, 
with white walls and the same tiled floor. The room was empty of 
furnishings except for the rectangular block of marble covered with a 
thick blanket of snow, and upon the snow lay the Queen, encased in 
a rounded shell of ice. The Queen’s Champion stood staring down at 
her from the other side, and Chaba was on her shoulder.

Within the frozen shell, snowflakes swirled as if outside 
in a winter flurry. The Queen was dressed in a gossamer gown 
that matched her white skin and clung to her beautiful form. Her 
hands were crossed over her stomach, her legs were straight, her 
feet together and bare. Her long white hair flowed down from her 
head over the snow like a frozen river. Her eyes were closed and 
she seemed to be in a sweet repose. Quill’s eyes widened. She was 
as lovely as she had been in his dreams, but he had already seen 
this face, for it was in most respects identical to that of the Queen’s 
Champion.

He glanced at the Champion and saw that she was watching 
him.

“How is it, dear lady, that your features are twin to those of 
the Queen? Surely you are related in some way.”
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The Champion looked back down at the Queen in the 
casing. “We are related.”

Quill wanted to inquire further, but it seemed by the manner 
of her reply that she was reticent about it. Perhaps the Queen had 
more than one sister.

“I hope the Equium will heal the Queen,” said Quill. “But I 
must confess some concern over its use, knowing how the honey wine 
affected her. She is not of the same race as I or Diamolo.”

“A valid concern,” said Chaba, “which I have already voiced 
to Diamolo. We discussed it at some length while you slept.”

“And what did he say?” said Quill, already feeling a pang of 
jealousy toward the wizard.

“He assured me that the Equium was of a different nature 
altogether. It is no simple healing drink, salve, or herb meant only 
for people. It is nothing short of a life regenerator that in some way 
understands the body of the person to whom it is administered, and 
makes alterations in line with the exact nature of that body. I have 
little doubt that it shall be a success.”

“I pray you are right,” said Quill. He did not want to voice 
further doubt or bring up possible unpleasant contingency plans 
should the potion fail.

“It seems to be healing you quite well,” said the Queen’s 
Champion.

Quill was struck by how her voice reflected so accurately 
her character. It was strong, yet gentle and tender. He walked about, 
testing his limbs as a pretense for moving to the other side of the 
case to be nearer to the Champion.

“Indeed, I feel almost back to normal,” said Quill. “Had you 
struck a little further inward and down, I am afraid even the Equium 
would have been of little help.”

The woman frowned. “I still feel badly for harming you.”
“I am sorry, I meant it only as a joke,” said Quill. “I would 

like to believe you missed my heart on purpose!” Quill grinned at her.
She let out a short laugh. “Perhaps I did.”
“I have no doubt that if you truly wished to reach a man’s 

heart, you could,” said Quill.
She turned to look at him and smiled shyly. “There are few 

men whom I would wish to wound in such a manner.”
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“Perhaps I should give you a chance to strike again,” said 
Quill. 

Chaba cleared his throat and climbed down from the 
Champion’s shoulder. “If you will excuse me, I will await Diamolo’s 
imminent arrival.” The monkey doll darted through the blue curtains.

She now looked Quill in the eye and did not flinch. “For 
such a task, there are more subtle weapons than the sword.”

“My lady,” said Quill. “You have employed them all.”
Her hand rested on the marble base, and Quill placed his 

over it.
“I greatly desire that we be friends,” said the Champion.
“It is the least of my desires,” said Quill. He wanted to kiss 

her, but too many things were unsure, and he had no desire to treat 
her in a casual manner.

“And perhaps mine as well. You speak of my hurt to you, yet 
you had the chance to kill me, but paused.”

“I could not, when I saw your face,” said Quill.
He thought she moved subtly toward him, or perhaps his 

imagination only wished it so. He pulled her into his arms, and she 
moved freely into his embrace. He kissed her, and she returned his 
kiss with passion. He had almost expected her lips to be cold, since 
her skin was white as snow. But they were warm, as was her body. 
And the kiss was far more than he had hoped it would be. It was not 
like the dream kiss at all. She was warm and real, and he felt love 
flowing outward from her into him, even as he had felt the bite of her 
cold blade. And perhaps her love strengthened or further activated 
the Equium in some unknown way, for he felt warmth flooding 
through his limbs, and when she finally pulled back from him, all 
trace of weakness and pain within him was gone.

“Hello, friend,” she said.
“Hello,” said Quill, feeling as if he had just awakened from a 

long dream of loneliness, like spring waking up from the long dream 
of winter.

Then Quill sighed. “Why have I met you here, now?”
“What does it matter?” asked the Champion. “It is a merry 

meeting.”
“Yet how can it end but in a sad parting. I am not of this 

world,” said Quill.
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“What do you mean?” she asked with furrowed brow.
Quill briefly told her of how he had come to Vzan from 

Plemora, brought here to save this world.
The Champion frowned. “Then you will return home?”
“I must,” said Quill. But even as he said it, he remembered 

that his best friend, Chaba, would not be returning with him. What 
awaited him back in Plemora? Only his whole life. And he now had 
his house to manage. And what future could he have here? Chaba 
would be living in this cold land with Diamolo, and the Champion 
would stay here as well, a servant to the Queen of Pale Shadows. 
Even when the weather returned to normal, this land was one of 
snow and ice much of the year. And Quill hated living in cold 
climates.

“And you must remain here as Champion to your Queen. Is 
that not so?” asked Quill, hoping she would say no.

“It is so,” she said. “And my service to her is as long as I live.”
“I thought as much,” said Quill, nodding.
“But then, warriors seldom live long,” she said.
“But if the Queen revives, you may no longer have any 

enemies,” said Quill.
“I hope you are right.”
“Tell me, do you not have a name?” asked Quill.
Just then, Quill heard a commotion outside the curtains. 

He unclasped his arms from around the Champion’s waist and she 
released him as well. The curtains were pulled aside and the startling 
grin of Gulk looked down at them.

“We are back!” Then he glanced back and forth between 
Quill and the woman, as if sensing that he had interrupted 
something between them.

“Pardon my intrusion,” said Gulk. “We must set up some 
apparatus now.”

“Of course,” said Quill. “How can I help?”
Gulk pulled the curtains aside and tied them so that they 

remained open.
“Thank you, Quill. But I do not believe your help is required. 

I have only to carry some heavy things into this room.”
Quill and the Champion moved out of the way while Gulk 

carried in a machine about four feet wide and placed it carefully at 
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the foot of the Queen’s case. Then he and Diamolo brought in several 
pylons peaked with large magenta gems.

Quill stepped outside to the front of the palace, but saw only 
Rabor at rest near the front door. He walked back in and conversed 
with Diamolo as the wizard set up the equipment in the chamber.

“How did you carry all of this so quickly from your 
sanctum?”

Diamolo spoke in a distracted manner. “Upon a flying disk of 
magenta force.”

“Ah, of course,” said Quill.
Chaba stood nearby, watching the proceedings.
“Chaba,” said Quill.
Chaba scurried up Quill’s shoulder. Quill realized how often 

his friend had perched there through the years, and how much lighter 
his shoulder would soon feel.

“What is the procedure?” asked Quill quietly.
“First he must remove the magical ice barrier. That is what 

the equipment is for. Then he will administer the Equium.”
Chaba hopped from Quill’s shoulder and went to watch 

while Diamolo worked: moving the pylons, adjusting dials, pushing 
buttons, and calibrating levels. The Queen’s Champion moved to 
Quill’s side and inconspicuously touched his hand. He gently took 
it in his. They exchanged a glance, both warm and anxious. Quill 
felt apprehension about the result of Diamolo’s work, but whatever 
happened, he decided he would never again raise a hand against the 
Queen or her Champion.

Finally Diamolo seemed satisfied. He turned a dial and 
pressed his hand against a lighted spot on the machine. A humming 
sound grew. Within the area between the pillars, a veil of magenta 
light wavered. The area of the ice casing began to glow with the same 
color of reddish light. The glow grew brighter and the humming 
sound pulsed in waves, louder and louder. Within moments, the 
pulse decreased and returned to a steady quiet hum. The magenta 
glow faded, as did the veil of colored light. Diamolo switched off the 
machine.

The shell of ice was gone. The Queen lay exposed upon the 
bed of snow. Diamolo stepped up to the Queen and sat beside her on 
the bed. He pulled forth a small bottle filled with a thick pink liquid, 
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which Quill assumed was the final form of the Equium. The wizard 
unstoppered the cork, poured a small amount in his hand, and rubbed 
it gently into her forehead, beneath her eyes, and under her jawline. 
Then he rubbed some into both of her wrists, and finally, into the 
area where her heart would be. He sealed the bottle, put it back in a 
pouch tied to his sash, and waited.

Several moments passed.
Quill wanted to ask how long it would take before they knew 

if it worked, but the room was so silent and filled with such tension 
that he barely dared to breath aloud.

Suddenly, Quill heard an intake of breath. Looking toward 
the bed, he could now more clearly see the rise and fall of the 
Queen’s chest. He felt the Queen’s Champion squeeze his hand more 
tightly. Quill nodded.

Finally, the Queen breathed even more deeply and opened 
her eyes. Her fingers moved and she looked up at Diamolo and 
smiled. He smiled back at her.

Suddenly, Quill realized that he could no longer feel the 
hand of the Champion. Yet he had not felt her withdraw her hand 
from his. His brow furrowed and he turned toward her.

She was staring wide-eyed at the Queen. Then she turned to 
look into Quill’s eyes with a surprised expression. But Quill was even 
more surprised when he realized that he could see through her.

“Ah, now I remember! Now I understand,” she said with 
sadness in her voice.

“My lady!” said Quill, reaching out for her arm. His hand 
passed through her.

“Goodbye, Quill,” she said. And even as he watched, she 
faded from sight. 

“What has happened!” exclaimed Quill. He glanced around 
the room in desperation. The others seemed as surprised as he. But 
they only stared at the space where the Queen’s Champion had been.

Quill ran out of the chamber into the central hall. It was empty. 
He ran outside and asked Rabor if he had seen the Champion pass by.

“I have seen no one,” replied the bear. “Has the wizard 
worked his magic yet upon the Queen?”

But Quill barely heard. He ran back into the palace to the 
chamber where the others still remained.
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“She has not reappeared?” asked Quill.
“No,” said Gulk. “What happened to her?”
“The Queen may know,” said Chaba. “Perhaps the Champion 

was returned to her own world somehow, for some reason.”
“Can the Queen speak yet?” asked Quill.
“I can speak,” said the Queen. She was now sitting up and 

Diamolo was holding her hand.
“Where is she?” asked Quill.
“Who?” asked the Queen.
“Your Champion,” replied Quill.
The Queen looked puzzled.
“Ah, wait! I believe I know,” said Chaba, who had moved to 

stand atop the machine.
“My champion? Do you mean Rabor?” she asked. Even 

her voice was like the Champion’s, but Quill noticed already that 
she was different. There was a regal bearing to her, and none of the 
bashfulness of the warrior woman, but only a bold forthright stare.

“No!” said Quill. “The woman warrior who so resembled 
you.”

The Queen frowned and shook her head. “I know not of 
what woman you speak. Only Rabor and I dwell in the palace.”

Quill gaped at her. “But she was here!”
“Quill!” said Chaba.
Finally Quill noticed his friend. “What is it, Chaba?”
“Quill, don’t you see? The Champion was only a 

manifestation of the Queen’s dreaming mind.”
“Impossible!” exclaimed Quill.
“Surely you noticed that she vanished as soon as the Queen 

fully awoke.”
“She was only a phantom?” asked Gulk.
“She was no phantom!” said Quill. “She was real!”
“You are correct, she was no phantom,” said Chaba. “She 

was even more real than some of the creatures we encountered on 
our journey here. Notice that, despite certain character differences, 
she looked exactly like the Queen. She was, in a sense, her sister. Not 
meaning the one back in your world, Your Majesty, but one created 
by your power, even as you created this palace of ice. She was the 
representation of you in the waking world while you slept.”
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“My lineage has great power, even in sleep,” said the Queen 
with growing concern. “We seldom sleep long, for we have little need 
of it. But if I have slept for a long time...how long has it been?”

“Several months,” said Gulk.
“I must hear what has happened,” said the Queen.
“But what of the woman?” asked Quill. “How can we bring 

her back?”
“If she was created in my dreams, we cannot,” said the 

Queen. “I am sorry.”
“But this is terrible!” said Quill. He just stared at the Queen 

for a moment, waiting for her to offer something more. Finally, he 
blinked, as if trying to wake himself from a bad dream, and shook his 
head. Then he walked out of the chamber and out of the palace.

Rabor sat near the entrance.
“The Queen?” asked the patient bear.
“She is awake. She is well,” said Quill in a dull voice.
The bear let out a joyous roar and glanced toward the ice 

palace, but remained where he was.
“Go,” said Quill. “I will watch. I will guard.”
“Thank you!” said Rabor, and the huge white bear galloped 

inside.
Quill stood in blue shadows, staring out at the desolate 

valley. A wind blew up and howled through the rocks. The setting 
sun splashed the peaks to the east in magenta light. Inside, he felt 
emptier than the vast sky above him.
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THE RETURN

Quill had done as they had asked. He had saved their world. 
And he had lost much because of it, including a woman who could 
have been his true love. Of course, he would never have met her if he 
had not come here. But now, there was no reason to stay a moment 
longer. His only thought was to return home as soon as possible. 
Yet the thought of going back without his best friend—yes, it was 
actually true, Chaba was his best friend. Surely there was something 
wrong with a grown man having a monkey doll for a best friend. But 
Quill knew he was castigating himself only because of his dark mood. 
Chaba was no mere doll. In fact, he was probably a being unique in 
all of Plemora, or in any other world. And the thought of returning 
to the vast empty mansion without Chaba made Quill’s heart feel 
like a cold stone. 

He could not even be cheered by the magical invulnerability 
he had hoped to enjoy. His father’s gift was now only a charred 
memento. Suddenly Quill remembered the magic bracelets given to 
him by Diamolo. He pulled up the sleeve of his coat. The wizard had 
obviously corrected his former oversight while healing Quill. The 
bracelets were gone.

Quill’s shoulders slumped.
Rabor emerged from the front entrance, and everyone 

else followed. Gulk was hefting the large machine, and he and 
Diamolo went back and forth bringing out the pylons and any other 
equipment. Chaba was perched on Diamolo’s shoulder and seemed to 
pay Quill no heed. Quill’s heart sank even lower.

“Quill.”
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Quill turned. The Queen was gently smiling at him.
“Yes, Your Majesty?” asked Quill.
“You have no need to address me thus,” she said. “I am only a 

Queen of my own small domain, and of Rabor because he insists on 
it.”

Quill gave her a deferential nod.
“I remember little of my dreams,” said the Queen. “And yet, I 

do remember you.”
“You do?” asked Quill.
The Queen nodded. “Only vaguely, distantly. But I feel a 

fondness toward you. And I will forever be grateful for the part you 
played in saving my life.”

Quill gave her a small bow. “I was only doing my job.”
“You are a hero.”
Quill shook his head. He opened his mouth to speak, but 

nothing came out. He felt completely empty.
“I sense a great loneliness in you,” said the Queen.
“I have lost my best friend,” said Quill. “And many 

companions on the journey.”
“Forgive me,” said the Queen. “I have caused much sorrow.”
“It was not your fault,” said Quill.
“Nevertheless.”
“In fact, no one is really to blame,” said Quill. “Sorrow seems 

interwoven into life itself.”
“And joy,” said the Queen.
“I suppose,” said Quill.
He was grateful when Diamolo interrupted them, for the 

Queen’s beauty and her resemblance to the warrior woman pained 
him. Diamolo smiled at the Queen and she smiled back at the wizard 
in a manner familiar to Quill. It seemed they were in love. Could 
such a thing happen so fast? But then, he remembered the Queen’s 
Champion.

“Are you prepared to go?” asked Diamolo.
Quill nodded. “Perhaps you will allow me to spend the night 

in your sanctuary. My journey back south is a long one, and I had 
best begin it first thing in the morning, well rested. I may even need 
more provisions.”

“You may return south if you wish,” said Diamolo. “But there 
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is no need to walk. I am taking the Queen and Gulk and Chaba to 
visit the Ladies of the Summer Wind tomorrow. It seems that much 
needs to be explained and discussed and mended. And I wish to meet 
these Ladies and hope to learn more about this new world of which I 
am now a part.”

“How will you travel there?” asked Quill.
“You shall now see,” said Diamolo.
They bid farewell to Rabor, who would watch over the palace 

while the Queen was gone. Then Diamolo had them all stand in 
a close circle around the machinery. He pulled forth his magenta 
crystal rod and spoke a word. A disk of light materialized underneath 
their feet and lifted them slowly into the gathering twilight. The 
disk continued its ascent and moved toward the mountain peak 
containing Diamolo’s sanctum.

Quill saw the last glint of the sun as it hid its head behind 
the dark jagged peaks to the west. The cold wind rushed by them, 
and Quill pulled his fur coat tighter. Chaba held to the collar of 
Diamolo’s coat. The Queen still wore only the thin dress she had 
worn before. She smiled into the wind as if it were a summer day.

“What is cold to you is pleasant to me,” said the Queen. 
“But fear not, I need only a small place to call home. Now that I have 
awoken, the winter that stretched out over all of Vzan will return 
here to its home. All will be as it was before.”

“Not all,” said Diamolo, smiling at the Queen. She smiled 
back and they held hands again. The wizard’s personality seemed to 
Quill to have taken a drastic shift. Perhaps that is what a woman 
could do to a man, or for him. Or perhaps it was due to the fact that 
the wizard had been healed of his malady, and looked forward to a 
long full life. Quill wondered what he himself had to look forward to.

“Quill,” said Diamolo, as they neared the entrance to the 
tunnel.

Quill turned to the wizard and raised his brows.
“You seem rather gloomy. You have performed a great task 

and saved many lives.”
Quill shrugged and looked away. “I thought it was you who 

had done so with your Equium.”
“Many have contributed to what has happened, for good and 

ill, among not the least of whom I would count the Lady Fortune.”
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“I know her well,” said Quill. “It seems we are seldom friends.”
“Quill,” said Gulk. “I am sure you will have a hero’s welcome 

when you return to Midsom Vale.”
“That is what I am afraid of, Gulk. I have had a hero’s 

welcome before. I do not look forward to returning south, or even 
making the journey there, as wondrous as this mode of travel is. I am 
weary and simply wish to return home.”

“You do not have to go south if you do not wish to,” said 
Diamolo. “I can send you back to your world using my teleportation 
machine.”

Quill raised his brows in interest. “You can?”
“As easily as I sent you to the Emerald Dimension. Do you 

wish me to do so?”
“I do,” said Quill. He did not think he could bear the journey 

south with Chaba sitting on Diamolo’s shoulder and the beautiful 
Queen who looked identical to the woman with whom he had fallen 
in love holding Diamolo’s hand.

Gulk was crestfallen at learning that Quill would not 
accompany them, and tried to change Quill’s mind. Quill hated to 
disappoint the kind Vulkarian but remained adamant. As for Chaba, 
he remained strangely silent.

The magenta force disk glided through the large mountain 
entrance and whisked them down the tunnel, lighting the way 
with its reddish glow. They curved this way and that, and soon 
they emerged into the entry chamber. A gesture and a spark from 
Diamolo’s magic rod and the sanctum door opened. The disk floated 
inside, settled on the soft black floor and vanished. The Queen gazed 
in wonder at Diamolo’s sanctum. Chaba hopped off the wizard’s 
shoulder and scurried off into the shadows.

Gulk asked Diamolo where to put the equipment, but the 
wizard waved him off. “Later, Gulk. First, I will return Quill home. If 
you are ready, that is, Quill.”

“I am ready,” said Quill.
Diamolo asked Quill several questions about his home world 

of Plemora. The wizard nodded when he was finished.
“I must do some brief research and make some preparations. 

There are some couches in that corner. Be at ease. I shall call you 
when I am ready.”
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Quill took off his pack, set it down, and went to rest on the 
couch. The Queen followed Diamolo. Chaba was nowhere to be 
seen. Gulk went with Quill and sat upon the floor. Quill gave Gulk 
the charmed sword and asked him to return it to the Ladies of the 
Summer Wind. They spoke briefly and then Quill asked Gulk’s 
pardon because he was growing weary. He lay back on the couch, 
closed his eyes, and drifted off.

He awoke to Gulk gently tapping him on the shoulder.
“Quill? All is ready for your return home.”
Quill rose, yawned, and blinked his eyes. He was gratified 

to realize that he had not dreamt or else could not remember any 
dream.

He rose, still feeling a bit groggy, went back to where he 
had left his pack and strapped it to his back. Then he followed Gulk 
to the area of the sanctum containing the teleportation machine. 
Diamolo waited at the controls. The Queen stood near him. She 
gazed at Quill with an inscrutable look in her eyes.

“All is ready, Quill,” said Diamolo. “You have only to step 
into the doorway.”

“I need no magenta gem?” asked Quill.
“Not unless you wish to return here,” replied Diamolo.
“Begging your pardon, but I do not,” said Quill.
Diamolo nodded and pushed the lighted area on the 

machine. Magenta energy twisted along the doorway and created a 
veil of red within it.”

“Goodbye, Quill,” said Gulk. “Are you completely healed?”
“Yes,” said Quill. “As if I had never been stabbed.” Except for 

my heart, thought Quill.
“Good!” said Gulk, and the Vulkarian hugged Quill and 

lifted him into the air.
Quill grunted. Finally Gulk lowered him back down to his feet.
“Now I am injured!” said Quill with a brief smile. He noticed 

tears glinting in the Vulkarian’s eyes.
“Goodbye, noble Gulk,” said Quill. The Vulkarian could not 

respond. He bowed, and then turned away to hide his tears.
Gulk’s show of emotion threatened to break Quill’s fragile 

calm facade. He knew he must depart as quickly as possible.
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“Goodbye, Quill,” said Diamolo, nodding at him.
Quill returned his nod.
“Goodbye, Quill,” said the Queen. “And thank you. May your 

joys far outweigh your sorrows.” She walked up to Quill and kissed 
him on the cheek.

Quill was barely able to speak. When he did, his voice 
trembled. “You are welcome.” Quill looked around but saw no sign of 
Chaba.

“Shall I find Chaba?” asked Gulk, his voice quavering.
“No,” said Quill. He knew Chaba disliked displays of 

emotion, and Quill had no wish to try to explain that to Gulk. Still, 
he had hoped to see the monkey doll one last time.

Without another word, Quill walked up to the magical 
doorway. He paused only for a moment. Then he stepped through.
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A BOTCHED ENDING

Quill appeared in front of his mansion, just as he had arrived 
there weeks before. He squinted and was surprised to see that it was 
late on a sunny morning. The sky was clear and blue, the air was crisp, 
but not unseasonably so. There was no longer snow on the ground. 
The trees around the property still had the same blight, and the pond 
was still stagnant and rank.

He removed his backpack and winter coat. He no longer 
even had a knife on his person, but on this mild autumn morn, all 
dangers now seemed a world away. And if he encountered any foes, 
they could kill him for all he cared.

He found his key, stepped up to the door, and unlocked 
it. He pushed the door in and entered. He immediately detected 
a dank odor. A sudden noise made him flinch back as a bird flew 
just over his head and out the door. As he walked further into the 
house, he remembered the incidents of the night before he had left 
with Gulk for Vzan. The house had been filled with snow from the 
Queen’s attack upon them. He now saw how that snow had melted 
and destroyed the carpet and wood floors. Even now, some water 
still stood in places. Then he came to the living room where they had 
been when the snow giants had attacked. Much of the outside wall 
had collapsed inward. This was where the birds, and no doubt some 
other animals that he would find had entered.

All rugs and carpets were ruined from water damage and 
much of the wood floor was destroyed as well, either broken through 
or warped. Much furniture was also ruined. Even one inner wall 
approaching the stairs to the wine cellar had partially collapsed. Quill 
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examined the outer wall that had fallen and judged that it might have 
been enough of a main support that it was dangerous for him even to 
be in the house. At least one side of the house might give way at any 
moment.

He walked through the enormous gap in the outer wall, 
turned around, and stared up at the shambles that had once been 
his ancestral home. The worth of the house and property had been 
questionable before. Now, it was laughable.

He let out a humorless chuckle and spoke aloud. “At least 
now I do not have to live here. But no doubt it shall bring me a tidy 
sum when I sell it!” And again, he laughed, this time a bit madly.

“I am no expert,” said a voice from behind him. “But I doubt 
your assessment.”

Quill spun around, startled by the voice.
Sitting on a tree stump a few yards away was Chaba. He 

stared at Quill with the only blank expression of which he was 
capable with his button eyes and cloth nose and mouth.

Quill simply stared for a moment, struck dumb and inert. 
His mouth opened but he said nothing.

Chaba spoke again. “Close your mouth before birds decide to 
roost there, as they have in your house.”

“Chaba!” exclaimed Quill, finally.
“I have been called that, though when I was the servant of 

the great Morbis the Mysticator, I may have had another name.”
“What are you doing here?” asked Quill, still stunned to 

immobility.
“Sitting on a tree stump.”
“But how in Plemora did you get here?”
“The same way you did, through Diamolo’s teleportation machine.”
“He let you return?”
“Not exactly. When no one was looking, I hid in your 

backpack,” said Chaba.
“You...?” asked Quill, as if unable to comprehend the idea.
“I know,” said Chaba. “A ridiculously simple plan. Yet, it 

worked.”
Quill began to laugh. “On the contrary, it is the most 

brilliant plan you have ever conceived.” He ran and grabbed Chaba 
from the tree trunk and hugged him tightly.
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“Ah!” protested Chaba in a muffled voice.
Then Quill threw Chaba up into the air and caught him 

several times.
“Stop!” exclaimed Chaba. “Stop this at once!”
Quill did, and set Chaba back down on the tree stump.
“Diamolo has no idea?” asked Quill.
“He may now. But at the time, his attention seemed too 

taken up with the Queen to notice much else. However...”
“What?”
“He is a fastidious man,” said Chaba. “Little escapes his 

notice. I wonder now if he knew what I had done. Perhaps he had a 
change of heart, or perhaps the Queen convinced him to let me go.”

Quill waved a hand. “I believe you are giving him too much 
credit.”

“I wonder.”
“In any case, I am happy to have you back,” said Quill. “This 

adventure has cost me nearly everything.” He shook his head ruefully 
as he looked back at the ruined house. “My father, the button, the 
house, many of our companions from Wyrd Tal, and the Queen’s 
Champion. Had I lost you as well, I do not know what I would have 
done.”

“Continued on, as always,” said Chaba.
“I am not so sure. Loss changes one. I do not think I was 

aware of just how lonely I was until I met and lost the Queen’s 
Champion. I believe I loved her, Chaba. Or could have.”

Chaba nodded. “A woman that almost stabs a man in the 
heart is bound to get his attention. But do not let your heart be too 
troubled. There will be other women. Ones that do not vanish into 
thin air.”

“I have yet to meet one that does not,” said Quill.
“Many would claim that you are the one who does the 

vanishing!”
Quill laughed. “No doubt. Still, this one put not only a 

sword, but also an arrow through my heart.” Quill’s eyes widened. 
“Arrow!”

He grabbed Chaba and placed him on his shoulder, and then 
ran toward the stables to check on his beloved horse. “In all of this 
madness, whisked away to a strange world, I had forgotten Arrow. 
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And I am glad I did till now, for I would have been miserable with 
worry, yet unable to do anything about him.”

“Did he have feed and water?” asked Chaba.
“Of course,” replied Quill. “But we have been gone weeks.”
Quill arrived back at the stable and went inside. He came 

upon Arrow’s stall, but the door was broken down and the horse was 
gone.

“Gone!” exclaimed Quill holding his head. “Can I bear yet 
another loss?”

“You know horses,” said Chaba. “They often return. Unless 
he was stolen.”

Quill examined the stall door. “It has been forced open from 
the inside. I can see his hoof prints, and the door is chipped. We will 
do a cursory search of the grounds and into the woods. If we cannot 
find him, I will visit the closest neighbors.”

Quill walked out of the stables and through the blighted 
orchard, looking for some sign of Arrow. When he came to the edge 
of the property, he saw a rider coming down the main road on a black 
horse. As he drew closer, Quill saw that the man was a stranger. He 
wore a fancy black hat with a yellow feather, and a rather ostentatious 
cape of black and red. He gave the appearance of a dandy, which was 
a bit incongruous with the countryside of Corandor. He smiled and 
waved to Quill.

“Good morning, neighbor!”
“Good morning,” replied Quill.
The man noticed Chaba on Quill’s shoulder.
“Ah,” said Quill. He was going to make up some story to 

convince the man that Chaba was only a doll while somehow not 
making himself appear crazy, but was too exhausted to make the 
effort. “This is my magical companion, Chaba.”

“Sir,” said Chaba, with a bow.
“Extraordinary!” exclaimed the man.
“Yes, I suppose,” said Quill.
“Are you a magician?”
“Not in any way,” said Quill.
“I see,” replied the man, though it was clear he did not.
The man continued to stare at Chaba in wonder.
Quill cleared his throat. “Well, sir, I wish you a good day.”
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“Forgive me,” said the man. “I was about to say, you seem to 
be searching for something.”

“Yes,” said Quill. “While I was away on business, my horse 
Arrow broke out of his stable. You have not by any chance seen a 
stray horse?”

“Can you describe him for me?” asked the man.
“In detail,” said Quill, and he did so.
“Be of good cheer,” said the man. “I have your horse, Arrow.”
“You do?” asked Quill.
“I do. He wandered onto my property several days ago. He is 

safe and well in my stables.”
“That is good news indeed!” said Quill.
“If you come with me, I can take you to him now. My house 

is only a couple of miles up the road.”
“I would be gratified,” replied Quill.
The man continued up the road and Quill walked beside 

him, his energy renewed a bit at the thought of seeing his dear horse 
again.

“By the way,” said Quill. “I am Quantillion Quill.”
“I am most pleased to meet you. My name is Lariff Botch.” 

He doffed his hat and bowed with as much of a flourish as he was 
able to manage from atop his horse.

Quill’s pace noticeably slowed at the familiar sound of the 
name. Then he picked up his pace, acted nonchalant, and tried to 
forget that he had ridiculed the man’s writing only weeks before on 
this very road.

“Perhaps you have heard of me,” said Botch. “I must confess, 
though with due humility, that I am an author of some note.”

“Is that so?” asked Quill, forcing a polite smile on his face.
“Then you somehow have not heard my name? Remarkable! 

I write chilling tales of atmospheric horror that have thrilled many a 
reader.”

“Perhaps one day I shall be lucky enough to read one,” said 
Quill.

“That day is today!” said Botch. “For I happen to have a 
collection here in my saddle bag. I always keep one with me, in case 
of...well, you know.”

Quill nodded.
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“In fact, in the time it will take to reach my house, I could 
read you one of the tales. Would you care to hear it?”

“Well, perhaps it is not safe to ride and read at the same 
time.”

“Nonsense!” said Botch with a short laugh. “I do it all the 
time.” He reached into his saddle and pulled a book forth as if it were 
a sword from a scabbard. It was the same dreadful book that Quill 
had been painfully reading to Chaba when they had first arrived at 
the mansion, and that he had subsequently burned in the hearth. 
“And to think, we are neighbors! I shall invite you to tea and read 
whole volumes to you for our mutual edification and pleasure.”

Quill glanced at Chaba with the eyes of a wild, trapped 
animal. Chaba was on his shoulder opposite the side of Lariff, so that 
the man could not see him. Chaba whispered. “What a coincidence! 
The gods are mad!” But then the monkey doll spoke aloud to Lariff 
Botch.

“My master Quill is indeed familiar with your work. He 
simply did not wish to embarrass you with praise. In fact, he was 
reading to me from that very same volume not long ago, but to his 
great consternation, misplaced the book and was unable to finish it.”

“Chaba!” hissed Quill inconspicuously through gritted teeth.
“Aha!” said Botch. “So you are a fan! I thought as much. 

Worry not, for you shall have this copy to replace your lost one when 
we have finished reading. I shall even sign it!”

“I thank you,” said Quill in dismay.
“Now, prepare your literary palates!” said Botch.
Chaba clamped his hands over his ears. Quill stared straight 

ahead, clenched his teeth and braced himself.
Lariff Botch cleared his throat and began.
“A dull foreboding had been growing in my mind since I 

began the ascent up that last hill before the valley of my solitary 
ancestral home...”
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