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Fickle Gods And Burning Qil
By Luke Forsyth

A bitter wind pulled at Altrac’s cloak, as if trying to finish the job of freezing
bim that the morning snow bad almost accomplished. He scowled at the heavy aizey
clouds and dizew bis cloak around bim in a futile endeavour to keep the chill hands of
winter from stealing the last of bis warmth away. (Ualking along the mountain
bighway, fAltrac stumbled in anotber: of the frequent potholes that seemed to litter the
bigbland trzack, invisible under the sheath of fresbly fallen snow. Lifting bimself frzom
the giround, he took the leather water pouch from bis shoulder and sparingly sprinkled
some of the red solution over the wbhite mantle of snow covering the concealed
pothole. Glancing back at the firequent red patches of snow it was obvious that the
highway was in need of urgent repain.

Me cursed bis misfortune at being placed on point in such loathsome weathenr,
and fat Balcus, the caravan driven, for giving bim the duty. Plodding on, Altrac
neflected on the circumstances that had brought bim into the mountains so late in the
year, when every other sensible mercenary was enjoying the company and warmth of
some wench in a tavern back in Medavin. If only be badn't decided to do the same
thing he wouldn’'t bave bad the barlot steal bis summer wages while be slept. Now be'd
been forced to bire out to the final caravan travelling to Hajik-et-Rayun before the
seasonal winter snows closed the pass through the Calsinia Ranges. Me was not
looking forwand to wintering in the filthy Rayuian city, suffering the suspicion and
contempt of its inhabitants. It was tiue that the city state of Medavin badn't been to
wan with its neighbour for oven two years, but that didn't mean that the people of the
two kingdoms hunried to share mead with one another when they bad the opportunity
to come together. The prospects for the winter did not look good and Altrac lifted bis
head skywanrds, wisbing to the Gods be was in Medavin.

HAltrac’s thoughts balted abruptly as be stood in one more of the snow veiled
potholes, plunging face finst to the ground. Balcus and the other mencenaries in the
wagon bebind enupted into laughter, shouting sarcastic encouragement and giving
mock applause. Swearing and holding back a caustic remark about fat wagon drivenrs
and their lackeys, be raised bimself firom the ground and marked the snow again with
the red water. Besides from exposing the potholes, bis additional duty was to act as
scout, searching for any signs of bandits, oi wonse, Galags. The barbarians claimed
the mountains as their home and frequently raided the merchant caravans using the
pass. Shivering, he thougbt it unlikely that even the cold-bandened Galags would
ventuie out in such inclement weather, and bandits certainly wouldn’t. At least the
barizen, rocky pass gave bim a izeasonable view of the wilderness, even with the snow
falling.

As Altrac came rounded a corner in the path be saw thick inky smoke rising
from bebind a nise a few bundred meters in the distance. Raising bis band to balt the
carravan he moved down the track to scout out the smoke. Probably other travellers
stopping to wanrm themselues and ¢at a hot meal was the only idea be could think of,
o wanted to think of. HMe was just about at the top of the bluff when bhe beand the
faint ciry of a horn float upon the bieeze from over the bill. It held none of the beauty
that the Bards of Medavins borns bad or the impontance of the Meralds of the
Medavin court. It sung a bloody melody of bate, blood and death. It sung of the Galags.

Altrac broke into a cold sweat, bis heart racing as sereams drifted from the
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valley. He crouched low and crawled the rest of the way to the crest of the rise,
adrenalin pumping thirough bis body. Peering down the valley, Altrac was buffeted by
the previously shielded cries with borrifying vioclence. The seen below was one of
carnage. Soldiers bearing the royal Falcon tunic design of the Rayuian bouse of HMaijik
were impaled on stakes in a circle on the floor of the valley. as if in cruel mockenry of
the scarecrows that lived in the fields of bis fathers farm. A carriage was lying on its
side to the left of the dead soldiers. It was burning furiously and Altrac saw what be
thought was a chanred black arm protruding frrom beneath the chasse. And dancing
around the whole gruesome scene were the perpetrators, two score painted Galags.
They made a capering dance around the grisly circle of dead soldiens shricking out in
their own bansh tongue. Altrac felt the bile rise in bis throat and bad to quickly look
away to stop bimself from bringing up bis morning meal.

HMe was just about to run back to the caravan when a new scream from the
valley cundled bis blood. Me looked back to see another man being impaled alive onto
one of the Galags stakes. The man continued to struggle even as the shaft skewenred
bim. Altrac’s bead swam, bis eyes unfocused and bile once more nrose at the terrible
spectacle taking place before bim. This time be could not help vomiting, gratefully
aceepting the solace that retching gave bim from the scene below. Me looked back
again to see the last agonising squirms of the impaled man before the body went limp,
sliding down the pole slightly before settling. Me bung from the pole like a disused
marionette in some giant puppeteers wandiobe.

The Galags were now buddled together in a pack, shouting and gesticulating
over sometbing wbich Altrac couldn't see. A pleading, emotional Voice seemed to be
coming frzom the centre of the Galags wbich Altrac thought was that of a woman.
Laugbtenr bizoke out among the Galags and when a group of them moved off to resume
their ritualistic dance around the dead men, Altrac saw that the erying indeed came
from a woman huddied on the ground, ber arms wrapped around a cloth covened
bundle that emitted infiequent cries. The buddie, Altrac realised hollowly, was a baby.

HMe wondered why they bad not murdered the woman then remembenred some
fireside tales be'd beand of Galag raids on villages at the base of the mountains. "They
slaugbtered the men and stole the women, taking them away to become concubines,
baby-makers. The infant was probably a boy, able to be moulded to the mundenous
ways of the Galags, or used as a slave when he was old enough to walk. Altrac erept
away, crawling down the bill until be thougbt it safe to get up and run back to bis
canavan.

He was sweating profusely by the time be got back to the caravan, pauitly from
exention, partly from fear. Balcus bad a angry scowl upon bis round visage, but when
be saw Fltrac face it faded.

“What is it fltrac? You look as if you seen your Ancestors,” Baleus's bansh,
throaty voice was edged with concern.

"Galags. Two, maybe three score. fAround the turn and over the next rise.
They've ambushed some travellers and their Rayuian escort. The soldiers are dead,
spitted and so is some other man. They've captured a woman and ber baby. They loock
as if they won't be moving for a while, too,”. Altrac’s words came in gasps, as be gave
bis report while trying to cateh bis breath. Fe diropped to bis baunches, both physically
and mentally exbausted by wbat be'd seen, sucking in air to soothe bis burning chest.

"Damnt {{bat of their sentries, did you see them 7”.

"No. Though theirs bound to be at least a couple on the fringe of the pack,”. He















































































