EMERALDS? OH, THOSE EMERALDS
by DAN CRAWFORD

* * * *

The open plain tricked the eyes, with hope and a setting sun to help it. Polijn stepped to the right, snow crunching underfoot, expecting the shadows to show themselves no more than distant mountains or thicker clumps of cloud. Horizon and shadows did not shift together, though. They had to be houses—not many, perhaps, but the largest indication since morning that humanity still existed. She marched toward them, her shuffle and crunch cheerier than they had been for hours.

Since the last outbuilding of the count’s stone home had disappeared behind her, there had been no landmarks at all to show whether she’d come miles or inches. The spread of midwinter white had been utterly uninterrupted. Not a tree to lean against nor a rock to offer shelter. Yet the journey had not been unpleasant in its silence. The air had stayed clear, nothing dripped from it. No wind had tried to force a way in among her scarves. Polijn had had the whole day to herself and had enjoyed it, except for her conviction that if it went on much longer, her toes would start to freeze. She believed in rationing one’s indulgences. An excess of solitude had drawbacks, particularly when provisions were down to a lump of cheese and a heel of bread and only enough kindling to keep a small fire going in the open air for one night.

The promising dark lumps grew little by little. She slid the black scarf higher on her cheeks, feeling no difference. Her clothes had been warm enough for the first five or six hours, but she had gotten colder and colder as frigid air mixed with fatigue and frustration.

Her parting from the count had been friendly, if not optimistic. His home was snug and dry, with plenty of fireplaces and loud, friendly people. Provisions began to run low even before Midwinter. Polijn and a couple of other minstrels who had come for the Midwinter festivities had found out for him who was secretly selling off the food stores, but arresting the miscreant wouldn’t bring the provisions back. So the count thanked everyone and announced he could no longer risk feeding so many travelers when his own household needed to be provided for.

Polijn and twelve others elected to leave the place, drawing straws for the direction they would take. The harvest had been bad for miles around, and a group that large would be stoned away from any village. They’d have better chances moving singly through the winter wastes.

The count had been generous where he could: He had kindling, blankets, shawls, and scarves for the departing guests. In addition, Polijn had received a thick vest from the young lady whose fiance Polijn had fingered for the crime, and some very good gloves from the young guard the lady would probably marry instead. These prepared her in more ways than one: If the folk in the cottages ahead had no need for Midwinter songs, they might take the gloves or a blanket in exchange for a meal, or a spot by the fire.

Fire? Her steps slowed. There was no smoke rising from the shadows ahead of her. She peered at the darkening sky and picked up her pace again. There was smoke. No, there wasn’t. She moved faster and faster and then, drawing air again through the sodden fabric of the scarf, ordered herself to a reasonable pace. Falling facedown into the white blanket at her feet wouldn’t warm her.

She stood among them at last, her nose wrinkling against the scarf. An old and neglected circle of stones rose above her, more stones at their feet, just humps in the snow at this point. Too cold for disappointment, she appraised their usefulness. There was some shelter here, of course, but she’d never found standing stones good to linger near after dark. For one thing, they had always seemed colder than other stones.

She set a gloved hand against the nearest one, wondering if any sort of curse lingering on them might explain the lack of houses in this part of the world. She felt nothing at all, though whether that was because of a lack of any spiritual presence or the lack of feeling in her hands, she couldn’t have said. Turning slowly, she thought of previous other stone circles and what they might tell her about what to do and where to go from here. The circle was small and not as high as others. One stone was separated from the group, yards off in a direction Polijn believed to be north.

She started for the loner. It might well be a memorial stone to tell her why this circle stood here, or better, a milestone, showing the way to a town or religious community.

Her head tipped back. Dusk and disappointment had fooled her this time. There had been smoke, and this was no stone, but a rugged hut like the ones shepherds used in the summer. In summer, this was probably a pleasant enough meadow. A shepherd’s hut argued a town somewhere, but somewhere not too close. And who would be using it at this time of year? And cooking stew in it, if the air was to be believed.

Her feet were moving faster even as she considered her options. This might be a gang of bandits, or a group of travelers also caught out at Midwinter, with no other place to celebrate. There could easily be danger behind the door. Definite danger waited, though, if she spent the night out here. Her gloved fist thudded against the wood.

There was a scuffle inside. “Eat the map! Eat the map!” came a hoarse whisper.

“You just drew it in the dust on the table!”
“Well, lick the table then!”
Polijn thumped the door again and was raising a second fist to reinforce the first, when the door swung open. She had not realized just how cold she was until the warmth of the little fire hit her like a blast of summer.

A tall man with shaggy gray hair stood in the doorway. Beyond him were two shorter men, red cheeked, red beaked. More important, beyond these two was a fire with a pot over it and a jug near it.

“Good evening,” the tall man said, his voice forced into casualness. “How may I help you?”
“How may I help you?” Polijn replied, easing to his left and taking a sideways step toward the fire. “Is there a song you’d like to hear to add cheer to your Midwinter celebrations?”
“Ah!” said the shortest of the men. “Do you know the one with the...”
“We’re rather busy tonight,” the man at the door interjected, pushing one leg in Polijn’s path.

The leg was by no means big enough to fill the available space, and Polijn was around it in a moment. “An evening of song would cost no more than a bit of stew and a corner of the floor.”
The two men inside were already moving to make room by the fire, the shorter of the two patting the top of a broad wooden chest near the jug. The tall man’s face was one of impatience. “We have hardly enough for...” He took his eyes from Polijn and looked out at the cold night. “I say, are you alone?”
This was one of the questions Polijn didn’t like to hear when she was alone. She shrugged. “I’m meeting some people at the crossroads tomorrow.” There had to be a crossroads under the snow someplace.

The tall man blinked and then pushed the door shut. His face was suddenly broad, open, honest, sympathetic, and hiding something.

“Do come in, come in! We’re a bit busy right now, just a little job to do before we serve out the stew, but there’s always room, always room.” His hand thumped down on Polijn’s shoulder. “Here’s someone we were waiting for, chaps!”
The other two men looked at him “Were we? Who is it, then?” demanded the cleaner one.

“A volunteer!” The hand thumped on her shoulder in congratulation.

This was another of those things Polijn didn’t like to hear, but she was checking the pain in her fingers and toes. She hurt in every one. Good. That meant they were all still attached.

“A volunteer?” demanded the shortest man.

“And just in time too!” The tall man, who was evidently the leader of the little group, rubbed his hands together. “You lads bring the ... blankets.”
“Blankets?” demanded both.

He scowled. “Blankets! And bring the map.”
“I just licked up the map!” cried the shortest man.

“He can bring his tongue,” the middle man suggested, taking a scarf off the top of a big box.

“That I wish he’d leave behind,” muttered the leader, taking a coil of rope. The other men, not overly enthusiastic about it, each took an end of the big wooden box. “Are we ready, then?” the tall man asked.

“Not for a minute,” said the middle man. “Only an idiot would go out in the cold on a night like this.”
“It’s right nasty out there!” agreed the shortest, letting his end of the box drop to the floor.

The tall man shrugged the coil of rope up to his shoulder. “Nonsense! It’s perfect weather—” A loop of rope slid down his arm. He snatched at it, and three more loops followed it. “—for pitting our wits—” The rest of the rope fell, and he picked it up as a bundle instead of a coil. “—against the riddles of the ages.”
“It’s perfect weather for curling up with a good drink,” the short man told him.

“We could all stand a nice warm drink...” The middle man began.

“Now, don’t you start!” The leader turned to Polijn, who stood with her back to the fire and had hoped they’d argue for a while longer. “What about you? Are you, at least, ready for an adventure men will sing about for years to come?”
“I’m ready for a nap,” the middle man put in. “Naps are more my line.”
“Oh, ignore them,” the leader snapped. “They’re just here to carry the ... blankets.” He wound the rope around itself and tied a knot. “Now you’re here, we have everything we need. I told you my plan would work.”
“You were expecting a volunteer?” inquired the middle man.

His nose and eyebrows rose in imperial affront. “And why not?”
“In the snow?” snapped the shortest man, arms folded. “On the longest night of the year? And the coldest?”
The leader shook a finger at them. “It’s just that kind of negative thinking that spells failure.” The tall man flung the door open; winter had never seemed less inviting. “Come, lads!” A long arm reached out to catch Polijn by the shoulder again as the bundle of rope came untied and flopped to the floor. “Don’t be afraid of the snow; it’s going to make us rich. On Midwinter night it is possible to summon the spirit of Tewayn the Red and ask where he hid his treasure. Bring the torch as well.”
Polijn looked up at him, too startled to resist as he pulled her toward the door. Even in her hometown, where the best of the evening’s tales were always about legendary outlaws, Tewayn the Red was something special in the way of murder and plunder. “Do you think he’ll tell you?”
The man shrugged. “After a thousand years he should realize he doesn’t need it.”
“Nothing to buy down there,” the shortest man agreed, nodding toward the door.

“Dozens of people have tried it and not come back,” the middle man pointed out, his face one of resignation as he lifted the box once more.

Polijn was outside in the snow again, the tall man not far behind her. “Ah, but they didn’t approach the question with a logical mind. We’ll do better; once he sees what sort of brain he’s dealing with, he’ll be glad to see the treasure is in my good hands. Ha-ha!”
“Ha-ha!” growled the short man, taking up his end of the big box.

The leader urged Polijn ahead of him toward the circle of standing stones. “I hope it’s not too cold down there,” murmured the middle man, behind them.

“Oh, we won’t be long,” the tall man told them.

“Nobody else has ever come out.” The middle-sized man rubbed his nose with a gloved hand. “I know I have to be buried one day, but I was thinking of someplace a bit warmer.”
The leader’s hands fluttered in the air. “Oh, what heroes! Always putting a brave face on things!” The tall man was taking them to one of the long horizontal lumps of snow. “Remember! You’re in the hands of an organizing genius!”
Polijn considered the circle with new interest. So this was the tomb of Tewayn the Red. Her eyes went left and right, scanning for danger and historic notes. She could possibly outrun these three, even on thawed and refrozen toes, but it would take a while, since there was no place handy to hide. And if staying might give her a good song about Tewayn the Red, the investment of a moment or two of discomfort might be worth it.

The leader took up a stance before an oblong lump of snow that looked very much like the rest of them. Setting his feet shoulder width apart and squaring his shoulders so all three spectators knew he was doing it, he reached into a pouch at his belt and threw out a handful of something that made the two men sneeze. “Kazinga!”
“The same to you too!” noted the small man, letting down the box and sitting on it.

The tall man’s head swung back, nostrils flared. “Kasilta!” he bellowed, throwing something white now.

“Could we go inside and wait while you recite the names of all your old girlfriends?” inquired the middle man.

“Be quiet, the pair of you! This is going to—” He whirled, eyes wide, as stone grated on stone.

The foursome watched silently, in varying degrees of amazement, as a long patch of snow moved, dropping away into a dark hole. Polijn, leaning in, could see the top step of a long flight of stone stairs.

“No lights,” noted the middle man. “Maybe he’s not in.”
“Very good, very good.” The tall man rubbed his hands together, glee suffusing his chilled features. “Bring the torch now, friend. Step lively. We don’t know how much time we’ll have. You two lads, watch your step. Those ... blankets are heavy. Let’s be getting on.”
The middle man rubbed a chilly nose. “I just got my footprints warm right here.”
“And I was looking for a rose to carry with me,” said the short man. “For luck, don’t you know.”
“There won’t be any roses for six months,” said the leader, frowning.

“I’ll wait.”
“Oh, come now!” The tall man threw his hands in the air. “Are we all suddenly allergic to money?” He turned to Polijn. “Come, you’ll go, won’t you, friend? Take the torch. Show these two the way. I’ll, er, just sweep some of this snow off so it doesn’t fall in after us and makes the steps slippery when we’re carrying treasure out.”
Polijn looked from him to his two embarrassed companions and shrugged. She’d never find out what this was all about unless she started down. If there was something waiting, she could come back up, and if it was a trick, surely she could outwit this trio. She took the torch, nodded to the others, and stepped down into the opening. She heard grumbling as the box of “blankets” was lifted.

No treasure was immediately revealed to her as she moved down. The stairs took her to a cold stone room, long and low. She had rather been expecting a sarcophagus, or a niche with a body in it. There were several niches and several rows of bodies, many of them skeletal. Some of these sat in niches, but most were shoulder to shoulder on long stone benches. A few nearby had either frozen solid or been mummified underground.

“Oh, I do like this,” said the middle man, his voice showing no such satisfaction. “I see Tewayn could afford to have the decorators in.”
“He did know how to make a body feel welcome,” said the short man, stamping his feet.

“No worse than a council meeting.” The tall man slapped his hands together, both to generate enthusiasm and to thaw them. “This shows we’re on the right track, doesn’t it? These must be the unwary looters who came around without thinking the thing through properly. Let’s get a look up front.”
He hurried Polijn and the torch past the rows of corpses. “It’s just as I imagined it.”
“Except for the piles of gold,” said the small man. “Where are these buckets of rubies we’re on about?”
“If everything were piled in the most convenient spots,” said the leader, taking the torch from Polijn’s hand and sticking it into an old bracket high in the stone, “the treasure would be long gone. We’d find nothing.”
“Which we did find,” the middle man pointed out. “Let’s go see if the stew is done, shall we?”
“Nonsense. The spell worked, so this must be where we can ask Tewayn about the treasure.”
Polijn looked around the tomb, making mental notes for a song as well as considering her chances. The chamber was just narrow enough for two men shoulder to shoulder to block any fast exits. One of them, catching her gaze, realized what she was thinking and shrugged in an apologetic way.

A flash made her turn back to the leader. He was sighting along the bright blade of a long, curved knife, his face one of doubt. He glanced down in her direction and saw her eyes on him. He nodded to her.

“Well, now we come to the nitty-gritty, my friend, but think of the advantages! You’ll be at no expense for a funeral when you’re already underground.”
“Quite a bargain, really,” said the middle man, in a doleful tone.

“Oh yes,” said the small man, brightly. “Dead cheap.” He winced as his foot was stepped upon.

Polijn took a step away from the leader. “We felt we should go through a bit of a ritual to get Tewayn in a good mood. And a human sacrifice seemed the likeliest bet.”
“I was all for a ritual snowball fight,” sighed the middle man.

Polijn studied the pointed knife with affable interest. “Have you tried everything else first?” she inquired, her voice one of purely detached curiosity. “After all, in any circle of standing stones, the treasure is buried under the third one left from due north.”
“Is it?” demanded the small man.

“Oh, always.” She nodded at them. “There’s the story of the treasure of Sporus and how Birulph turned it up on the eve of battle. And you’ll remember Arrinshah’s adventures and how he spent the treasure he found on the barmaids of Stilth.” She continued to nod until the men nodded back their familiarity with these ancient legends she had just made up.

“Knows a lot about it, she does,” the small man told the leader.

“We could try it,” agreed the middle man. “And come back to this later.”
The tall man looked from them to the knife, his expression changing from one of indecision to one of acute apathy as he considered the killing.

“It’s possible this is true,” he said. His voice rose in volume. “Still, after all, the man who buried the treasure will have more expert knowledge. We can try the sacrifice first and then dig under the third stone.”
“Are you sure he wants a sacrifice?” Polijn inquired. “If you offend him, his vengeance could be terrible. There’s the song of the tomb raider of...”
The tall man shook his head. “Come! We must get down to business. Tomb and toad wait for no moon. If we don’t hurry we may be in jeopardy. I see your side of it, friend, but we have a lot of money at stake. We won’t forget you. We’ll be able to afford to bring you flowers every year.”
“Up on top, of course,” said the middle man, stamping his feet against the chill. “I see no reason to keep coming down here.”
Polijn wondered whether, if she ran at them, they would really try to stop her. The leader sighed. “I probably should have killed you back there on the stairs, and you never would have had to worry about it. But I hesitated.”
“Yes,” said the middle man. “Human sacrifice isn’t something you want to rush into.”
“Actually, it’s just the sort of thing you should rush into,” said the leader, whetting the knife a bit on his belt. “But I wondered whether you should be dead when Tewayn appears, or whether he wouldn’t enjoy watching.”
“Why don’t we wait until he appears and ask him?” Polijn inquired, taking one more step away.

“But he might not appear without the sacrifice!” The knife flashed again as the tall man threw his hands into the air. “How long would we wait to find out if he’s coming?”
“Spring?” inquired the short man.

“Spring works for me,” said his companion, with a nod.

“If we wait too long and the moon shifts before he appears, we’ll have wasted the whole enterprise!”
“We could do it next Midwinter then,” said the short man, kicking his boots against the nearest stone. “Or never.”
“Never works for me too,” noted the middle man.

The tall man took three steps forward, actually passing Polijn, who set her back to the frigid stone wall. “Think of the money! You’d never have to work again!”
“He doesn’t work now,” the middle man said.

The big man’s eyes rolled. “You’d never have to borrow again!”
“Wealth certainly takes the sport out of life,” growled the short man.

“Let’s get hold of ourselves!” The tall man whirled and actually got hold of Polijn’s shoulder. Polijn froze; this would be the wrong time to make a hasty move. The knife could swing down at any point in the procedure.

“All we need to do now is decide where to do it.” Taking her with him as if he intended to consult her to the end, he marched back to the bracket and torch, from where Polijn could gaze into the eyes of all the dead men on the benches. “We can’t afford to make mistakes here. Everything must be planned to the last...”
His foot caught against that of one of the corpses. Polijn had to leap back from the knifepoint.

“That nearly solved the problem,” noted the small man, as the leader righted himself.

“One of them, anyway,” said the middle man.

“What’ll you say when he does appear?” Polijn inquired. “Especially if he’s angry that you’ve profaned his tomb?”
“Oh, I have a speech all prepared,” he assured her.

“Oh, that’s marvelous. One of your lectures will put him in a fine generous mood,” said the small man.

“Tewayn might give us the money just to get him to go away.”
“Give you money?”
There were suddenly five in the room. The newcomer was a pale creature with hair almost red and eyes almost hazel. His cheeks were high and hollow, and his faintly pink lips wore the possibility of a smile without the smile itself.

“Ai!” said the small man.

“Oh!” the middle man cried, his eyes as big as his partner’s feet.

“Ab ab ab,” said the leader, being more articulate. The curved knife came up.

The only way to keep from being sacrificed prematurely was to take charge. “Sir!” Polijn exclaimed, stepping toward the visitant. “We were praying that you might tell us some of your adventures hiding your treasure!”
“Prayer’s changed since I was up there,” noted the ghost, eyeing the chest and the curved knife.

“Everyone knows of your daring at robbery.” Polijn bowed to the spirit. “But the job of hiding the loot must have been fraught with dangers as well, to be overcome by sheer ingenuity.”
The ghost’s eyes were so bright now they seemed to spring from his face, and the smile was real. “Just so, young friend, just so. If you’re not thinking every minute, a barrel of emeralds can be no end of trouble.”
Tewayn’s voice seemed quite high for someone who had been underground so long. Polijn’s companions were more impressed by the words, though.

“A barrel of emeralds!”
“I’d take a cask of hot rum instead right now,” Tewayn said.

The tall man decided to assert his leadership. “We’ve, er, brought a person to sacrifice in your honor.” He took two steps toward Polijn.

The ghost rubbed a spectral chin. “Oh, that would be nice. They did a sacrifice to me up here once.”
Polijn ducked as the tall man’s hand came for her shoulder again. They both froze as the ghost said, “However...”
Tewayn was pointing to the stairs. “That bench at the back is handier, really, if you need elbow room.”
The tall man snatched at Polijn’s sleeve and missed. She slid down one of the rows of corpses, avoiding feet in an effort to get a wall of bodies between herself and any pursuers.

Tewayn paid no attention. “That’s where we repackaged the pearls, you know. Twelve casks of pearls and one broke. If I told them once, I told them—Is that a pearl there? No, that’s a toe bone, isn’t it?”
It was. “You must have eaten some oysters in your time!” the small man said. “Where did you get twelve casks of pearls?”
“Better yet,” said Polijn, pulling away as the tall man came around a bench, “where did you put eleven casks of pearls?” If she could get one hint out of him, it would show they didn’t need a sacrifice.

“Why don’t we take care of...” The tall man had realized where his advantage lay and reached over a couple of frozen men to repossess her shoulder.

“Sir, how did they carry the casks for you? One under each arm?” Polijn ducked her head, but toward the man, so she could keep track of that knife.

“What? Oh, no, no, no. The casks were far too large. They had to take one apiece.”
The tall man kept his grip on Polijn’s shoulder but turned to gaze at the ghost, his own eyes lighting up. “And no one has found them? In all this time?”
“Seen anybody buying a kingdom lately?” Tewayn demanded with scorn. “Making a collection of mountains? Then no one’s found it.”
The tall man was breathing heavier. Polijn, watching the knife, felt breathless herself. By no means taking her eyes off him, she reached around to her pack. “I must write all this down for a song.”
The ghost nodded to the others. “I like your friend.” He waved a semitransparent hand around the room. These other fellows had no interest at all in historical matters. It was all about the money.”
“And they bollixed that up as well,” noted the small man.

Tewayn frowned. “How so?”
The man pointed at a skeleton. “No pockets.”
The ghost laughed a rather high, screeching “hee hee hee.” Polijn found it hard to square him with the legends of “He Who Eats Gold.” One song said of him that he had cut off a thousand fingers and two hundred ears for the rings they bore and then a thousand toes just to have something to pack into the boxes so the rings wouldn’t rattle. She glanced again at the knife, which was down at the tall man’s belt just now.

“Are the pearls still there?” the leader demanded. “Where you put them?”
“Oh yes.” The ghost moved under the torch, which made him seem more solid somehow. “I’d know, else. And anyway, you can’t get the staff these days. Where would you find men with the stamina to carry off all sixteen solid gold rabbit hutches?”
“Yes, where?” the small man demanded.

The tall man shoved the knife back into the hidden scabbard in his coat. “Oh, a few pounds of treasure won’t be any trouble.”
“He’s talking about mountains of treasure,” the small man pointed out.

The leader clapped Polijn on the shoulder. “There, you see? No security problems. No one could run off with so much.”
“And what will you be carrying, oh mighty leader?” said the small man, nose wrinkling.

The tall man turned again to Tewayn. “And you’re sure it’s still where you left all the treasure?”
“I am a master of deceit and concealment, sir,” the ghost informed him, with a raised nose.

“Like the tax collector,” said the middle man, clapping his hands to restore circulation.

“Thank you, thank you!” The ghost nodded. “When people show respect, it can make all the difference. Remember King Bershett and the wedding at Ewes? He never noticed when we took all the presents, all the plates, and eleven of the bride’s sisters.”
“Eleven?” Polijn inquired.

“The twelfth had a limp and couldn’t keep up.” The ghost moved away from the torch, becoming translucent again. “Then we went up to where the king’s favorite dancer was getting ready to perform. All she wore was the Ruby of Osaurr, and at that, it wasn’t the reddest or most valuable thing we saw.”
The smallest man pushed a skeleton aside to sit and listen. “Tell us more. Did she ... ow!” He rose a bit from the seat.

“Cold?” inquired Tewayn.

The leader stalked over to lift the man by the collar. “No, he’s just alarmed at sitting down in the presence of such a mighty thief. And the treasure is all still where you put it?”
“I’d know, I tell you. I have senses like a soaring falcon, alert to every movement.” He shook both hands at them. “You have to be on top of every detail when you’re hiding treasure like that. Oh, the men thought we’d just tuck it into one of the graves at the burial ground near the lake, but I told them. Oh, I told them. The spring floods would have washed off the topsoil, and then where’s your treasure?”
“So nothing’s there?” inquired the leader. Disappointment in his voice said he’d had that spot in mind.

“Well, we never found the two gold swords again. But I suppose someone else has since.” Tewayn shook his head. “Spring flood. Oh dear, oh dear. You need to think. A silver cow and six golden pigs can’t be hidden on a rooftop, you know.”
The tall man let go of his short companion and sat in the spot the other had vacated, wincing a bit but asking, eagerly, “Six golden pigs?”
The small man muttered something about seat hogs, but Polijn was listening to what seemed to be the grating of stone on stone. She backed toward the stairs. There was only one man to pass.

Her back thudded against his chest. Polijn raised her shoulders.

But instead of taking any action against her, the middle man merely tugged at the front of his cap, said “Excuse me,” and moved past her to the bench. The small man had knocked over another skeleton in sitting down, and this had made another seat available.

“And the treasure is still there,” said the tall man, who liked to have his information confirmed.

“With those slabs of gold holding it down?” demanded Tewayn, head high. “It took all my men just to move one at a time.” The treasure hunter’s breath came in short, quick clouds in the cold air.

“I’ll, uh, just step up for a moment,” murmured Polijn. She glanced toward the stairs, hoping to see a bit of sky, but they were too steep. “No offense meant, but I think...”
“None taken.” Tewayn waved a hand at her. “I remember the calls of nature, though I can’t feel ‘em anymore. Had to plan for that as well, or we’d never have gotten those ivory mice past the Cat Creature. It was when Jareth had to...”
Polijn shot up the stairs using both hands and feet, hoping there’d still be enough open space to squeeze through. Her head hit the capstone with enough force to make her grateful for all her scarves.

She moved back a couple of steps and glared at the stone barrier, her mind on those rows of frigid men. Then she eased up slowly, feeling the wall. At a space where it was a bit rough, she braced her hip and shoulder and reached up to try to force a way out. Taking a deep breath of the tomb’s air, she shoved at the stone with all the force of shoulders, back, and thighs.

Spitting snow from her lips, she picked herself out of the imprint of her body she’d made in the landscape. Tewayn had apparently never worried about how easy the tomb might be to open from the inside. Once she was on all fours, she looked around to make sure the circle of stones wasn’t falling, or closing in, or anything similarly cataclysmic, and then stood up to breathe the beautifully free, cold air.

Before she was done admiring the atmosphere, she had taken her bearings on a faint but unmistakable smell of pork and carrots. After a few steps, she found the footprints and retraced her previous trip. Just beyond the circle of stones, she turned to look back.

She shook her head. The bodies below were not men put to death by the fierce ghost. After listening to Tewayn for a few sentences, Polijn had realized they had died of boredom and the cold, trapped by Tewayn’s windy ways and the door that closed above them. She had been wrong there too. The men were free to walk out at any time. Greed had held them in their places until the cold finished them off.

She pulled her scarf back up over her mouth. They weren’t bad men, at least two-thirds of them. She could go back and whisper the secret. But the door, after all, was open, and if they didn’t come to their senses as their noses and fingers grew stiff, a word from her wouldn’t do it. The best she could do for them, really, was return to the hut, feed the fire, and make sure any stew she left from her own supper didn’t burn.

Polijn nodded to herself and crunched on through the snow. The tall man was correct. You had to go at these problems with a logical mind.
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