Double or Nothing
    “Does this blasted wind ever stop?” asked Sir Edward Callahan, wrapping his woolen cloak ever tighter around his chilled body. 
    “I don’t imagine it does, sir,” his squire, Henrick, answered. He too was huddled underneath a thick, wool cloak, one that they had picked up in Beris. 
    Edward’s horse stepped on a loose stone, sending it off the edge of the narrow path. Edward yanked on the reins, bringing his horse back to the right. A bit too hard, perhaps. The horse squashed the knight’s leg against the frozen rock of the mountainside.
    Edward cursed and brought the beast back into the center of the path, rubbing his thigh.
    He looked down over the edge, down into the gorge below. “I do not fancy falling down there,” he remarked. 
    The gorge went down what Edward guessed to be nearly a hundred yards and ended abruptly in a jumble of rough and jagged boulders. That attested to a rockslide in the recent past.
    The two travellers were braving the mountain pass that wound its way through the Bearclaw Mountains between Beris and Altor. Very few people chanced the pass this late into autumn. As soon as the weather turned, it brought a fierce, biting wind down from the northern wastes. The wind only added to the treacherous terrain and ever-present rockslides.
    Edward let go of the reins for a moment, took off his leather, wool-lined gloves and rubbed his hands together, hoping for a bit of warmth to seep back into his numb digits. He didn’t even want to think about his toes. They were solid ice by now, he was sure.
    Why, oh, why had he accepted this unfortunate quest? Why had he not taken the offer back at Dunheiden? At least it would have been warm down there, even though the reward was considerably less significant. Only now, amidst the bitter cold and soaring cliffs, did he realize his mistake.
    Behind him, Henrick coughed. He was catching a cold, Edward was sure. Henrick had been hacking away these last few days as if he had been smoking a pipe from the day he had come out of the womb. The image made Edward smile. 
    “Are you alright, Henrick?” Edward asked, concerned for the wellbeing of his squire. He knew that up here, away from shelter, a simple cold could prove deadly. And if Henrick died, then Edward would have to carry everything and scout ahead and do all the menial jobs that squires do that the knights disliked doing. That would not do at all.
    “I should be, sir,” Henrick replied, “provided we find some shelter from this wind, that is.” He coughed again.
    Edward’s horse caught its hoof in a crack and pitched forward before recovering its balance. Edward flew forward and at the unexpected movement and smashed his face into the cold brown mane of his charger.
    Rubbing his nose, Edward nodded his head. “Yes, we should make camp very soon.” He looked up at the sky. Although it was only mid-afternoon, the bitter cold sapped one’s strength very quickly. 
    “A very wise decision.” Henrick coughed, pulling the earflaps of his hat down even further. 
    The path curved around to the right, following the curvature of the mountain they found themselves on. Dark grey clouds covered the pale sun, making it even colder than it had been a few minutes ago.
    The two horses plodded on, faring no better than their flash-frozen masters. Edward’s horse shivered and snorted a cloud of steam out of his nostrils.
    “Oh, blast!” Edward cried, “We’re stopping at the next indent in the mountainside. I don’t care if it’s a cave or not. I’m freezing!” Henrick said nothing, but his chattering teeth were agreement enough for Edward. 
    They continued on, but nowhere in sight was there such a thing as a cave. There wasn’t even an overhanging rock. They would have settled for even a ditch beside the path, but there was nothing. The mountain was barren and devoid of anything that might assist the freezing travellers.
    Just as Edward decided that he was going to die slowly of hypothermia, which was not the way he had planned to go, Henrick cried out. Although, really, it was more of a strangled croak than a cry.
    “Wh-what is i-it?” Edward chattered. 
    Henrick coughed and pointed with a shaking finger at a black hole on the mountain opposite of the path, down in the gorge. The way down was steep and dangerous; the horses stood very little chance of making it down unharmed. But, the travellers didn’t care; they simply needed to get out of the wind.
    “Oh, praises b-be!” Edward cheered feebly. Now, the only problem was getting to the cave. He steered his horse to the edge of the path. The horse was too cold and tired to do more than flick its ears in discomfort.
    The trip down was gruelling, difficult and downright terrifying, but somehow, they managed to make it down all in one piece. The horses plodded wearily into the mouth of the cave, their riders too cold to worry if a bear might be hiding inside. If so, it was about to get a tasty surprise.
    Luckily, there was no bear or any other vicious, man-eating mountain-dwellers inside. But, that is not what Edward, Henrick and the horses cared about. They were all but weeping with joy that the wind couldn’t get inside the cave.
    “Quickly, Henrick.” Edward said, “A fire!” Henrick dismounted with much difficulty and ended up on his backside. He stood up and unstrapped a bundle of firewood from his poor horse and dropped it on the cave floor.
    Edward dismounted to help him, although his fingers were so numb he was more of a hindrance. In a few minutes, a small fire was crackling, sending sparks toward the cave ceiling. The two travellers huddled around the small fire drawing every bit of warmth out of it that they could. 
    “Well, we’re still alive,” Edward said dryly.
    “That we are, sir. Although, I have never felt quite so almost dead as now.” Henrick was holding his fingers so close to the fire; Edward was surprised they hadn’t burnt up.
    “Henrick,” Edward said, “I know you’re cold, but I do think you still want your fingers, right?” Henrick pulled his hands back and smiled sheepishly at his mentor. 
    Edward laid another stick on the fire. He sat back and looked around, examining the cave that had saved them from certain, frozen doom. It was rather large, quite round and smooth, very smooth. It was almost too smooth to be natural. The walls and ceiling were flat and there wasn’t a single stalactite or stalagmite. How peculiar. 
    “Quite an odd cave.” Edward thought aloud. 
    “Hmm?” Henrick looked up, “Oh, yes. Very odd indeed. We shall have to explore it in the morning.” He turned over onto his side.
    “The morning, yes.” Edward yawned. He was exhausted. Both horses were already asleep standing up, as they still had their gear on. Henrick coughed a few times and then began to snore.
    Edward put his pack under his head and curled up. “Yes, tomorrow we shall explore indeed.” And that was his last thought before he drifted off to sleep. 
~
    Edward awoke with a start. He sat up and looked around, his heart beating quickly. He grasped his sword hilt and searched for an intruder. He let out a long breath once he realized there was nothing else in the cave besides what there should have been. 
    “I wonder what woke me so suddenly.” Edward mused as he stretched and tried to loosen his stiff muscles. All the while, he kept glancing over his shoulder, feeling as if something was watching him.
    The fire had burnt down to a small bed of coals; the cave had become significantly cooler than it had been the previous night. Outside, the sky was a bit lighter than it had been; Edward hoped that meant it was warmer. 
    The knight placed a few more sticks on the fire and grabbed a couple strips of dried venison for his breakfast. Then, he settled down and waited for his squire to arise. He didn’t have to wait very long. Henrick woke up much the same way Edward had: suddenly and with a quick glance around the cave.
    “Oh, you’re already up.” Henrick noticed.
    “That I am,” replied Edward. He tore a strip off the venison. “You woke rather suddenly.”
    Henrick nodded and rubbed his eyes. “Yes. I felt like something or someone else was watching me.”
    “Odd.” Edward muttered, “I felt that too.” He offered Henrick a piece of meat, which the squire accepted without a second’s delay.
    After a couple of minutes, Edward stood up and stretched. “I do believe it is high time we explored this strange cave.”
    “Tis a good idea, sir.” Henrick agreed. He took a stick from their dwindling supply of firewood and handed it to Edward. Then, he fished a strip of cloth out of his pack and wrapped it onto one end of the stick. Edward put the end in the fire and waited for it to catch. 
    “Perfect.” Edward smiled, “Now, we have a torch.” They packed up their bags and buckled on their sword belts, loosening their swords in their scabbards. Then, they strode off toward the rear of the cave, where the firelight had not illuminated the darkness.
    “Be ready for anything,” Edward advised his squire. Edward went first, holding the torch aloft with Henrick right behind him. 
    There was a tunnel leading off to the left; it too was completely smooth and devoid of any of the natural rock formations in all other caves. They followed the tunnel, walking slowly and cautiously, prepared to draw swords at the slightest hint of danger.
    Edward took his glove off and rubbed his hand across the tunnel wall. “How curious. It feels almost like glass.”
    Henrick also felt the smooth, grey wall and frowned. “I don’t like it. The whole place reeks of wild magic.”
    “Indeed,” Edward agreed over his shoulder as he continued on, “it definitely is unnatural.” 
    The tunnel ran straight for close to a hundred yards before turning abruptly to the right. It then opened up into a large, domed cavern, as smooth as the rest of the cave. Edward thought it looked an awful lot like the inside of a giant egg. He wondered what kind of monstrous chicken it would have taken to lay an egg of such size. 
    There was a large stone arch in the center of the cavern and upon it, cut deeply into the rock, was a multitude of some archaic letters written in a language long forgotten.
    “What in the world is that?” Edward asked, staring at it in open-mouthed wonder.
    “It would appear to be a large rock arch, sir,” Henrick replied, resting his hand on the pommel of his sword. “I don’t like it.”
    Edward didn’t hear him, though. He was too busy studying the strange arch and its ancient inscriptions. He walked right up to the arch and gingerly reached out and touched it. Henrick cringed, expecting his master to be turned into a newt or something, but he remained unchanged.
    After a few seconds delay, Edward said, “Well, nothing happened.”
    Henrick glared at him. “You just had to say that, didn’t you?”
    Edward looked back at him innocently. “What?” Henrick just shook his head and mumbled something Edward couldn’t hear.
    The knight stepped through the arch to examine the other side. He frowned as he saw the other side. “Henrick, come over here and lend me your knowledge for a moment.”
    Henrick walked over, confused by Edward’s peculiar summons. 
    Edward pointed up at the peak of the arch. “That is written in Mizrean, is it not?”
    Henrick peered up and saw what Edward was talking about. “I believe it is, sir.” He knew how to read such letters, having grown up in Saken, where Mizrean was the common tongue.
    “I can’t quite make out all the letters, though. Could you get me more light?” he asked. 
    “I can.” Edward held up the torch so Henrick could see more clearly.
    “Thank you.” Henrick said,” I’m not totally sure what it says, it’s been so long since I’ve read anything in this tongue.” He concentrated for a moment. “It says…Thee who standest upon-” He stopped suddenly as there was a crash coming from back down the tunnel. 
    Henrick and his mentor locked eyes and drew blades simultaneously.
    “Oh, I do hope it isn’t a bear,” Edward said.
    “Or a troll,” Henrick put in.
    “Or that.” 
    They crossed under the arch and entered the tunnel, swords pointed in the direction of the noise. They followed the tunnel all the way back to the main cave. What they saw there stopped them in their tracks.
    “H…Henrick?” Edward stuttered, “Why are there t…two of you?”
    Henrick answered in an equally terrified voice. “And how can you be beside me and the horses at the same time?”
    At the sound of their voices, the two other thems turned around. It was mind-boggling. Standing there next to the horses was themselves. Every detail was the exact same, right down to the bloodstain on Edward’s tunic that refused to wash out. 
    The fake them seemed just as startled as the real duo at seeing themselves suddenly appear.
    “Who are you?” Fake Edward asked in Real Edward’s voice. He even twitched his eyebrow the same way as Real Edward.
    “Uh, I might ask you the same question.” Real Edward answered, still trying to understand what was going on.
    “I asked you first.” Fake Edward countered.
    “Fair enough.” Real Edward complied, “I am Sir Edward Callahan of Corina.”
    “Impossible!” Fake Edward scoffed, “I am Edward of Corina!”
    “Pardon me,” Real Henrick cut in, “but you cannot be him, for you weren’t here a short while ago and you certainly didn’t ride into this cave on those horses.”
    “We most certainly did!” Fake Henrick shot back, “It is you who were not here a short while ago!”
    Real Henrick frowned. “And who do you say you are?” Fake Henrick looked haughtily at Real Henrick. Edward had seen that look many a time from Real Henrick, usually directed at commoners or himself when he did something dumb.
    “I am Henrick Josephus of Forenfall, Squire to Sir Edward Callahan of Corina!” 
    “That,” Real Henrick said, “is simply not possible. For I, in fact, am Henrick Josephus, not you.”
    Fake Henrick bristled. “Well, if you, imposter, are the real Henrick, which you are not, you should have no problem telling me the name of the family dog.”
    “Easy.” Real Henrick said, “Tracker.”
    Fake Henrick blinked. “Er, yes, that’s correct.” 
    Fake Edward grabbed Fake Henrick’s shoulder. “Come on. We should get out of here and warn everyone that there are imposters on the loose.”
    “But, they aren’t on the loose,” Fake Henrick said, “we could kill them here and no one would know.”
    Fake Edward shook his head. “Henrick, you know we never attack anyone who hasn’t challenged us or is terrorizing innocents.”
    “Well said, other me.” Real Edward applauded.
    “Thank you, er, uh myself.” Fake Edward said. 
    Fake Henrick tried a different approach. “But, what’s to stop us from tying them up here and leaving them?”
    “Well, it’s not ideal.” Fake Edward rubbed his beard. 
    “Besides,” Real Edward put in quickly, “you have the horses anyway. We can’t go anywhere.”
    Real Henrick stared at him, horrified. “Why did you tell them that?”
    “Yeah,” Fake Henrick wondered, “Why did you tell us that?”
    “No matter.” Fake Edward said, “I, er, I mean, he is right. Let us be off. They won’t make it out of here alive.”
    “True.” Fake Henrick agreed. He swung himself up onto Real Henrick’s horse, Fake Edward did the same and they wheeled about.
    “Stop, uh, us!” Real Henrick cried. He charged towards them, but Fake Henrick kicked him in the chest and he tumbled to the ground. The two horses galloped across the cave and out into the open air and then they were gone. 
    “It seems you just kicked yourself in the chest,” Edward noted dryly.
    Henrick grunted and sat up gingerly, a hand on his chest. “Hmph. Why did you tell that to us…them?”
    Edward shrugged and sheathed his sword. “Well, it was either that or let it come to a fight between us and…us. And, I’m not really sure what that would have done.”
    “What do you mean?” Henrick looked confused.
    “Well, they can’t be imposters…” he held up his hand to stop Henrick’s argument. “They were exactly us. That room and that arch back there were both full of magic. I believe it somehow created alternate versions of us and they obviously believe they are the true us and that we are our own imposters.” he paused, “Ugh, this is confusing. But, since they are actually, magically, us, if we had to kill each other, would it kill one or both of us? And for that matter, could we even beat ourselves since we know what the other us is going to do? I don’t know.” 
    Henrick scratched his head. “Huh, I hadn’t thought of that. But, we still have to stop them!”
    “Oh, I agree.” Edward nodded, “The question is how.”
    Henrick sighed and kicked at the pile of firewood, scattering sticks. “Our own horses robbed from us by ourselves.”
    Edward chuckled. “And since we robbed us, we can’t stop ourselves from doing whatever it is we were going to do.”
    “Ugh. My brain hurts. And my chest.” Henrick groaned.
    Edward kicked the few remaining coals into ash and stared out of the cave. “We best get after ourselves.
    Henrick laughed feebly. “I knew we should have gone boar hunting.”
~
            Edward stopped on top of a large rock and tried to blow some warmth back into his frigid hands. 
    “At least the cave was warm,” Henrick muttered. They were walking along the mountain pass toward Altor; Edward figured they’d go there since their quest was there anyway. They couldn’t see Fake Edward or Fake Henrick up ahead, but then again, they couldn’t see very far on the winding mountain path.
    Edward stumbled on a rock and had to run forward a few steps to regain his balance. “I do hope we’re getting close to the end.” he said, “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”
    Henrick grunted by way of response. 
    They continued to trudge along for nearly a half-hour through the bitterly cold wind before they had a stroke of luck. The path suddenly dropped into a series of switchbacks that led down into a forested valley. Down near the end of the switchbacks were the others, who were them.
    “Look!” Edward cried, rather unnecessarily, since Henrick was already looking.
    “Don’t get excited, sir,” Henrick said. “They’re still a good hour ahead of us.”
    Edward refused to be disheartened. “But look over there.” He pointed to the far end of the first switchback. There was a long narrow ravine, filled with snow, which ran down into the valley, parallel to the path their other selves were on.
    “So what?” Henrick asked, not seeing the dangerously suicidal idea taking shape in the knight’s head.
    “There’s a hollowed out tree over there.” Edward’s eyes sparkled. “Make a pretty nice toboggan.” 
    Henrick’s eyes grew huge. “You’ve got to be joking!”
    Edward wasn’t.
    In a few minutes, they were over by the tree. “We just have to chop it off here, jump in and enjoy the ride down. We’ll beat them by a mile.” Edward was quite pleased with the idea.
    “Or we’ll end up splattered on every mountain in a five-mile radius,” Henrick said, not sharing his mentor’s crazy enthusiasm. “We’re taking a huge risk doing this, you know.”
    “Oh, I know,” Edward said. “But we’ve got nothing to lose. Double or nothing.”
    The two drew their trusty blades and hacked through the old wood. The piece they cut down was about ten feet long and three feet wide. They carried it to the beginning of the ravine and set it down so the chopped end was pointed uphill. 
    “You can sit in the front, Henrick.” Edward walked behind the sled and grabbed onto the sides. 
    “Oh no.” Henrick’s shoulders drooped. He got in and squeezed the sides as hard as he could, then he shut his eyes and waited for it to be over. 
    “Ready?” Edward asked. He was almost bouncing with excitement.
    “No.” Henrick protested weakly.
    “Go!” Edward whooped and pushed hard before jumping in. The makeshift sled accelerated so quickly that they passed the first four switchbacks in ten seconds. It would have taken them ten minutes walking.
    “How do you steer this thing?” Henrick squealed. He was whiter than the snow they were flying over top of.
    “You lean!” Edward crowed.
    “What?”
    “Lean!” Edward was having a blast.
    “Are there brakes?” Henrick wailed.
    “They’re called trees!”
    “Argh!” 
    Faster and faster they speed down the ravine. Tree after tree rose up in front of them and was only just avoided. Suddenly, almost too suddenly to hurt, and yet it did hurt, they hit a hidden boulder and were launched skyward.
    Both men screamed as the makeshift sled cracked in two and spilled them out into the open air.  The ground continued to slope away until they were almost fifty feet in the air. Time seemed to slow down for a moment before gravity overtook their upward momentum. They began the long fall toward the ground.
    The only thought that went through Edward’s head as he was falling was that they weren’t going to get to eat at Altor’s famed Redcrow Inn. And then he hit the snow.
    Unbelievable pain ripped through his entire body. He screamed and almost blacked out. He could hear Henrick screaming beside him, but not for long. Then next thing he knew, he was starting to slide down the mountain again. He started to pick up speed, but the pain was too much. He blacked out.
~
    When he awoke, he was lying in a puddle underneath a large pine tree. A squirrel was staring at him, clutching a nut in its paws. The sun was just peeking over the eastern edge of the mountains. 
    Edward started, which caused him to cringe. It had been afternoon when he had passed out; the sun had been in the west. He realized that he must have been out for a whole night. 
    But how had he survived? He stood up and looked around at his surroundings. He was at the bottom of the ravine; the snow had all melted. 
    “That’s why I didn’t freeze.” he realized, “Where’s Henrick?” He scanned for any sign of his squire. There was nothing. Edward hung his head. Poor soul. 
    “Edward? Is that you?” A voice called from behind him. Edward spun around to see his squire step out from behind a tree. 
    “Henrick! You’re alive!” Edward's heart soared as he ran toward him and grasped him in a firm hug. 
    “Ow.” Henrick groaned. “That hurts.” 
    Edward let go. “Well, that was some ride, hey?” He massaged his left shoulder.
    “Yeah,” Henrick snorted, “Let’s never do that again.” 
    “I make no promises.” Edward smirked, “How long have you been awake for?” 
    Henrick shrugged and winced. “Ow. A few hours, I suppose. I went searching for you further down the valley. I was making my way back up just in case I missed you. And, apparently, I did.”
    Edward sighed. “Well, it’s all fine and dandy that we’re mostly in one piece, but we lost them for good now. They’ll have spread the word of the imposters and no one will ever believe us.” He slapped his leg. “We’re ruined now!”
    Henrick put his hand on Edward’s shoulder. “Begging your pardon, sir, but I don’t think we are.”
    Edward looked at him sharply. “What now?”
    “Well, when I was searching for you, I found that the valley intersects the path that they were on. Well, it appears that we may have caused a bit of an avalanche.”
    Edward’s frown slowly turned into a grin. “Actually?” 
    Henrick laughed. “Oh yeah.” 
    “Show me.”
    They travelled through the valley to the spot where the path joined it. Just as Henrick had said, a wall of snow completely cut off and covered the path. Edward raised his hands in triumph, but then dropped them. 
    “How do we know that they-”
    Henrick pointed across the snow. Sticking up out of the snow was the hilt of the sword. Edward pulled out his blade and held it up. They were identical. 
    Edward laughed and slapped Henrick on the back. “It looks like we got double after all.” 
    Henrick smirked. “And our doubles got nothing.”
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