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      The breaking clouds scatter motes of gold light as the sun rises. Fresh after a bout of rain, they offer their final, thunderous applause as into the east they travel, taking with them not only the memory of spring, but the final day of the season.

      Today marks the first true day of summer.

      I am nearly breathless in its wake.

      From my place at the edge of the village, whereupon the jagged cliffs I stand watching the storm clouds deposit rain on the landscape, I inhale deep breaths of the moist air as the sun appears in full upon the horizon. Kissed by its warming rays, I spread my arms to revel in the new day and close my eyes as I tilt my head back to accept the sunlight.

      On any other day, this would seem like an unnatural occurrence. But the fact still remains that summer has arrived, on its proper day, for the first time in ten years.

      The reality is almost too great to comprehend.

      As I lower my arms to my sides, and gaze longingly into the distance, I find my heart beating, my mind racing at the possibilities at hand.

      I think, The hunt will soon begin.

      And Flynn, my best friend in the whole world, will be waiting.

      Unwilling to wait for my friend to find me, I scramble down the rocky terrain with the efficiency of a child who has climbed these hills for years—hardly slowing, without pause. Jumping onto solid ground invigorates my senses, just as making my way toward the row of houses in the distance does, too.

      The sting of newly burning flame licks at my nose as I pass into the outer edges of the village, buildings with squat frames and slanting roofs so close they almost touch one another. With it comes the scent of frying meats, the sound of popping kernels as corn is made into treats.

      For a moment, I long to tell my mother that summer is upon us.

      Then, just like that, it is gone—and I am left to reel in its awfulness.

      With a sigh, I push myself into the village proper, at which point I begin to weave through the carefully dredged streets. Maneuvering along the muddy dirt road wouldn’t be so burdensome, had I the right boots upon my feet. Unfortunately for me, I’d been too excited to see fresh rain—especially on the first day of summer—which means I’ve little choice in the matters at hand.

      As I turn onto the road upon which Flynn’s house stands, I take a moment to consider what it is I will say to him, what greeting I will offer.

      Then, just like that, I bound up the road with a smile on my face.

      I can barely anticipate the person who comes stepping out of the alley. Barely stop before I almost run into him. I come to a sliding halt, stumble, and surely would have fallen, had he not reached out to stabilize me.

      “Yvaine,” Flynn breathes, careful to steady me as I nearly stumble anew. “You need to be careful.”

      “I’m sorry,” I gasp, lifting my eyes to face him. “I was just—I was so excited, and I—well, I…”

      Flynn’s smile breaks the nervousness that threatens to consume me.

      “Happy Summerday,” I manage to say.

      “Happy Summerday,” Flynn replies. He tilts his head back to shift the single strand of white hair from his eyes, and grips my arms firmly before withdrawing his hands. “Are you ready to take part in the hunt?”

      “Of course I am,” I say. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You were gone when I went to your door, for one.”

      “And for two?” I jest.

      “For two,” Flynn says, “I wasn’t sure if you would make it back in time for Father Hutt’s blessing.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I say.

      “Good.” Flynn steps back to consider me with his green eyes. “You should change. A proper pair of boots wouldn’t hurt, either.”

      “Come with me?” I ask.

      With a nod, Flynn turns to follow me the short distance to my home.

      Opening the front door and stepping inside shouldn’t feel so monumental. Yet, on the dawn of the first true Summer in a decade, I cannot help but feel as though something has shifted—and that my life, so ordinary and composed, has taken on a new meaning. I suppose that is not entirely wrong, all things considered.

      This summer, as special for us as it happens to be, could not be more haunting if it tried.

      I still struggle with the feeling that I am living in my mother’s shadow.

      She should have been here, I think as I make my way into the home. She should’ve had the chance to see the world as it truly is, now that things appear to be returning to the way they should be.

      Yet, no matter how much I want to wish, or think, or even pray that my mother could be here, the reality is that she is not. The fact shocks me, but on a day like this, it breaks my heart even more.

      “Are you all right?” Flynn asks.

      I stiffen where I stand in the threshold leading into the living quarters, where my mother once used to sit and knit. Struggling for an answer, and yet, knowing that providing one is a must, I swallow a breath of air, then manage to say, “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Flynn asks. “Because if you don’t want to participate in the hunt, I’m sure Father Hutt will⁠—”

      “Father Hutt can’t coddle me forever,” I say, a bit too harshly at that. “Especially now that⁠—”

      I’m of age, I want to say. But the words fade out, and the thought along with it.

      So, with a shake of my head, I spin to face Flynn, whose verdant eyes are cautious, filled with sorrow. I try to put my best face forward, if only to console him, then say, “Wait here for just one moment” before turning to make my way into the hallway, at which point I direct myself to my bedroom.

      The scent of beeswax from the candle I’d burned earlier still permeates the space. The brief tickle in my nose, and the comfort it brings me, gives me pause as I step through the doorway, at which point I allow myself a moment to breathe.

      As my gaze comes to rest on the bow hung over my bed, I swallow the lump that has risen in my throat, then reach forward to free it from its hook.

      By the time I have changed my clothes, donned my cap, and pulled fresh boots onto my feet, I feel ready to face the day anew.

      Almost ready, I then think, before reaching out to pull the quiver from atop the desk beside my bed.

      Once back in the living quarters, I direct my attention to Flynn, who has turned his gaze on the world outside the front window, and smile before saying, “I’m ready.”

      “Good,” Flynn replies, reaching down to grip his sling. He stretches an arm toward the door. “After you, my friend.”

      There is little I can say or do as we exit my family home. As we make our way down the road, toward the heart of the town of Wellspring that rises at the city center, I inhale the warm but moist air with gratitude I probably should not have felt, in the grand scheme of things. Yet, the further I walk, and the more grounded I become to the circumstances at hand, the more I realize that I should be thankful for my life.

      While a part of me feels cheated that I survived a sickness my mother did not, I know for a fact that she wouldn’t want me thinking less of myself for it.

      Just remember, she had told me, to be grateful.

      “Grateful,” I whisper, in a voice so low that even I can barely hear it.

      Not long after, I lift my head to center my gaze on Flynn’s back and continue to follow him across the village.

      At this early hour of the morning, the townspeople are just beginning to rise. As from old, weary homes they emerge, and to the muddy streets they go, I watch the people of Wellspring begin their daily duties. Children emerge to play. Women step out from homes to hang laundry and draw water from wells. The men step onto the roads with bows and crossbows, ready to partake in the hunt that marks each new summer season.

      “You really think we can get anything with all these people?” I ask Flynn as we continue toward the town square.

      “What makes you think we won’t?” my friend asks. “We’re as likely as any of them.”

      “It’s just…” I pause. “There’s so many. I’m afraid they’ll scare the game off.”

      “There’s more than enough for all of us,” Flynn replies. “Besides—I have an idea about where to go.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      Flynn turns to face me before I can finish, a finger pressed to his lips.

      With a short, knowing nod, I wait for him to turn, and approach the town square in silence.

      Those who have chosen to partake in the hunt have already gathered in the town square. With their heads held high, and their lips pursed, they face the church in silence as they await Father Hutt to arrive to give his blessing.

      As Flynn and I fall in place alongside the other men and the few women, I take a moment to consider that today’s speech may be different, then close my eyes and wait for the doors to open.

      We don’t have to wait long.

      Soon, the church’s doors swing open, and Father Hutt steps out.

      “Good morning to you,” Father Hutt says, “on this blessed Summerday.”

      We bow our heads. Press two fingers to our lips. Wait a moment, then collectively lift our eyes to face him.

      Father Hutt smiles as he looks upon the fifteen or so who have gathered in the town square, where before the stone church we all stand, then clasps his hands together and says, “I come to you today, dear people of Wellspring, to bless each and every one of you as we begin what is undoubtedly a new era of our lives. For ten years, we have lived in the shadow of a great calamity. Now, we welcome Summerday in proper.”

      Father Hutt tilts his head to the sky—and like most of us who have learned to live in the aftermath of history’s greatest fear, I turn my head to look into the sky.

      Whispering, across the far horizon, is the remnant of Terra, our fourth moon. Broken during the cataclysmic event that could have ended all life on our world, its pieces float effortlessly across the sky, suspended by the powers of the heavens and all the mysteries they hold.

      As I gaze upon the fragments, which form the ring that now circles our world, I hear Father Hutt clear his throat, and turn my head back down to face him.

      “Let us begin our prayer,” Father Hutt then says.

      Once more, we bow our heads. This time, however, I take hold of Flynn’s hand.

      “On this Summerday,” Father Hutt begins in a strong yet gentle voice, “we call upon the greatness of this world to bless not only our hands, but these lands. To this, great Aia, we say: thank you. For our bountiful harvests. For our lush lands. For the peace you have offered us during these tumultuous years. We thank you for your guidance, and your protection. Most of all: we thank you for the gift of life, which both inspires and invigorates us all.

      “Bless these hunters, dear Payus, on this first day of Summer. Let them return home with the fruits of not just their labors, but the gifts you have given us all.

      “By the Aia, we thank you.”

      “By the Aia, we thank you,” the hunters say.

      I lift my head to face Father Hutt, whose gaze I thought was set mostly on us, but whose eyes I can see have centered upon me.

      I offer little more than a nod before I turn, alongside Flynn, and begin to make our way from the village.
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      “Shouldn’t we be more careful?” I ask.

      “About what?” Flynn asks.

      “About what we worship?”

      Flynn comes to a halt as we step into the forest.

      “Flynn?” I ask, taking a step forward. “Did you hear what I said?”

      “I heard you,” my friend replies as he draws a stone from his satchel. “I just don’t really know how to respond.”

      A frown tugs my lips down. A flicker of trepidation crosses the surface of my mind, prompting me to spin to face him.

      “We’re so far from the capital,” Flynn says, “that I doubt anyone will find us, let alone the Godkillers.” He centers his gaze upon me cautiously. “Why? Is something bothering you?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat, and say, “I had the dream again.”

      “What dream?”

      “You know what dream,” I say.

      The muscle in Flynn’s jaw twitches. He says, “You dreamed about the Terror.”

      And I nod, before lowering my head and saying, “Yeah. I did.”

      The dream is no different than it has usually been before past Summerdays. In it, I am standing upon a mountaintop, and gazing upon the end of the world as I know it, that monster that lies within the sky. Black as night, and hurtling toward us from a place far beyond our own, I stand with fear in my heart and trepidation in my veins, all to lift my hand to push back the monster that threatens to ruin us all.

      Then, just like that, the dream ends, and I am left with the reality of what truly happened, of what actually occurred.

      I straighten my posture and take a few steps forward before saying, “Forget I said anything.”

      “It’s just,” Flynn starts, “the dream is the same, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you’ve had it every year since, well⁠—”

      “Yeah. I have.”

      “So why is it any different this year?” Flynn asks.

      I want to say because it is. But the truth is that I don’t really know. Can’t really tell if it truly is or not. Because in looking to the sky, and seeing the ring of moon fragments that now encircles our world, I can’t help but wonder if life really has gone back to normal, in the grand scheme of things.

      Flynn takes a step forward. Presses a finger to his lips. Mouths, Quiet.

      I offer little more than a nod in response before we push onward.

      The truth, as much as I want to deny it, is that our lives inexplicably changed that fateful day ten years ago. As a child of only seven, I had watched, from my place at the edge of Wellspring, as the Terror rushed toward our world. From what I can recall of that day, I had stood beside my mother and Flynn, on the very hill I watched the rain depart this morning, and I’d thought, Is this it? Is this truly the end?

      Then, there had been a light—a light so blindingly bright that, even from hundreds, maybe even thousands of miles away, it could be seen piercing into the sky.

      Then, just like that, Celestine had summoned the Aia Alastara, and gave her life to save our world.

      The thought has not been lost upon me this morning, as I venture into the woods. Like me, Celestine had been only seventeen—a girl who’d had her entire life ahead of her. But like so many Callers before her, she had taken up the mantle, had declared that she would do anything possible to protect not just the planet, but our people.

      Even if that meant giving her life, I think.

      From where we stand within the woods, I gaze into the distance, only to find my heart throbbing in response.

      “I’m sorry,” Flynn says without prompt. “I didn’t mean to dredge up bad memories.”

      “My father knew what he was doing when he went on that journey with Lady Celestine,” I reply, before hiking my quiver up my shoulder. “Only he could have made that choice.”

      “Still,” Flynn says.

      But that is all he has to say—because no matter what he thinks, and no matter what I wish to believe, there is no denying it.

      If my father had survived the journey, he would have been home by now. That much I know for certain.

      With a shake of my head, I reach back to draw an arrow from my quiver, then purse my lips and say, “Let’s not speak of this any more.”

      Flynn nods.

      Then, together, we continue into the woods.
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      There is no denying that I am haunted by my father’s ghost. Since that fateful day, when Celestine sent the Aia known as the Terror back beyond the Bridge, I have waited for him to return with hope and faith that could have been considered blind. Always, I’d pray; and daily, I’d search, all with the hope of seeing him come down that road, a weathered pack in hand and a weary expression upon his face.

      I stopped believing that he would return home about a year ago, after the sickness had spread through the village. I’d wanted nothing more than for him to arrive and bring a cure from an exotic land, from a place where there was no illness, no grief or strife. But that hadn’t happened, and I am now left with the ghost of a promise.

      I’ll come back, he’d told me when I was just a little girl, when he’d taken hold of my arms and looked into my crying eyes. It may not be tomorrow, and it may not be in a year, but I will come back for you. I promise.

      The bitter grief of that promise has chased me throughout my childhood—and while I have always held on to a kernel of hope, I told myself that I would stop hoping for his return on my seventeenth Summerday.

      As through the trees we push, and into the forest we persevere, I discover that my heart is pounding, and my mind racing along with it.

      For a moment, I fear the blood beating in my ears will scare the game away. Thankfully, only I am left to bear its torturous assault.

      Ahead, Flynn lifts a hand. Signals me to stop. Lowers himself into a crouch, and points a finger toward the clearing.

      I see, now, that he has stopped because of me. This is because, beyond the thicket, and in the glade where the woodlands naturally part, there stands a deer. He is a young buck, barely grown into his antlers, but he is large enough to feed several of us, if we prepared the meat correctly.

      I watch as the deer lowers his head to the ground. As he nudges the earth with his snout. As he lifts his head, and inhales, his broad nostrils scenting the wind.

      With trembling hands, I approach through the woods. Lower myself alongside Flynn. Hope, and pray, as I prime the arrow to my bow.

      The moment I pull back my drawstring, I throw caution to the wind, and give faith to Payus, the Aia of the forest, that my shot will be true.

      Under your eye, I think.

      Then, I let loose the arrow, and watch the buck go down.

      Flynn blinks, obviously stunned. A smile splits his lips not long after, and he says, “Nice shot, Yvaine.”

      “Thank you,” I say, more to the Aia of the forest than I do Flynn.

      My friend takes a step forward. Approaches the downed deer. Nods, then says, “It’ll take both of us to get this back, you know?”

      “You think we can do it?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Flynn says. “I think we can.”

      I lower myself to the ground to survey the earth the buck was scenting, and frown not long after.

      “Something wrong?” Flynn asks.

      “It’s just—” I start to say. “It looks like…”

      “What?”

      “Like someone was here.”

      Flynn crouches down beside me and presses a hand to the earth. A quick brush of his palm across the dirt reveals what appears to be the remains of a fire, the ash black and white.

      “It was probably just the hunters trying to get a head start,” Flynn says, before lifting his eyes to face me once more.

      “You’re sure?” I ask him. “You’re sure it’s just that?”

      “No one can be for sure of anything,” my friend replies, “but for now, we have bigger things to deal with.”

      I turn my head down to consider the buck, then nod and say, “Yeah. We do.”
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      It takes the better part of two hours to haul the deer from the woods. Thick and stocky, and heavy as can be, Flynn and I are forced to stop several times to regain our bearings, after which we begin anew.

      By the time we reach the outskirts of Wellspring, which rises through the thicket as if it is part of the forest itself, I am exhausted and nearly defeated. Thankfully, wheelbarrows have been set at the edge of the woods, allowing us the opportunity to load, then wheel the game into the town square.

      “By Payus,” Father Hutt says from his place on the church’s front steps. “You did it.”

      “Flynn spotted it,” I say. “He’s the reason we were able to bring him down.”

      “But you’re the one who made the shot,” Flynn adds. “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t have brought him in.”

      “Excellent, excellent,” Father Hutt says. “If you give me one moment, I’ll mark and tie the proper ribbon around it so our butchers can begin their work.”

      “Thank you, Father Hutt.”

      “Thank you, young man; and you, young lady.” He nods at both of us before turning toward the church. “Be proud, Mister Dodd, Miss Steelson. You bring honor to us by returning with such game.”
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      We return to Flynn’s home in the early hours of the afternoon. Tired, breathless, and with my arms and legs aching, I settle down on Flynn’s front step and drink well water from a glass as we listen to the birds in the trees.

      “Are you all right?” Flynn asks.

      I turn my head to look at him. “Sorry?” I say.

      “I asked if you were all right. On account of… well… everything.”

      A sigh escapes me. Fortunately, I am able to say, “I’m fine, Flynn. You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “But I do,” my friend says. “You’re in that house all alone, and I just… I feel like…”

      “Like… what?”

      “Like you need something good to happen for a change,” Flynn says.

      I lift my gaze to his front door, where, through the gap in the curtain, I can just barely make out Flynn’s mother, looking out at us. She disappears as soon as I catch her eye, prompting me to return my gaze to my friend.

      “I’ll be fine,” I tell him, in as calm and composed a voice as possible. “I’ve come to accept that my life wasn’t meant to turn out like I thought it would.”

      “Still,” Flynn says. “I don’t want you to bear this burden alone.”

      “I’m not alone as long as I have you,” I say.

      Flynn offers a small nod. He then stands, brushes that long strand of white hair behind his ear, and says, “I should go in and see how she is.”

      “Do you want me to—” I start to say.

      Flynn cuts me off by shaking his head. “No. It’s fine, Yvaine. Just… go ahead and go home. I can tell you’re tired.”

      “I—I am,” I manage to say, even though I don’t truly want to. Standing, I down the last of my water, then pass the glass back to Flynn. “Let me know if you need help bringing your share of the meat back.”

      “Don’t worry, I will.”

      I then turn, and make the short way to my home.
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      I have barely touched my mother’s things since her death. Have not even entered her room, except to change her bedding after that fateful day. Knowing that she will never sleep there again has caused me to stay away. This is because I feel that, in entering that room, I will discover something that will break me.

      Today, I long to face my emotions head-on.

      Her room, which stands on the opposite end of the hall from mine, has always felt a world away—a forbidden territory, if ever there was one. In crossing the hall, and stepping forward to face the door, I find the confidence I have been attempting to stoke within me flickering, much like a flame would on a windy night.

      You can do this, I tell myself. You know you can.

      With that thought in mind, I force myself to reach out and take hold of the door handle.

      The moment I push it down, I fear my strength of mind wavering along with it.

      In knowing that I cannot afford to back down, I take a deep breath, and allow the door to swing open.

      The stale air hits me immediately, the acknowledgement that this place has been locked away for almost a year just the same. I feel my heart skip a beat as I gaze into the space, within which is a double bed, and a heavy metal chest at the end of it. It is in that chest that I know I will find my mother’s things—the vestiges of what was once her brave and unordinary life.

      With one last deep breath, I advance into the room.

      The old wood creaks beneath my feet, just like I remember it did. Groaning, effortlessly, from the weight of my body, I am forced to enter with the memory of the night after my father had left for the capital, during which time I had witnessed my mother crying, her tears still moments from drying.

      I’d asked, “Mama?”

      And she’d said, “Yes, Yvaine?”

      “When will Daddy come back?”

      “Someday,” she’d said, before turning her gaze to look to the window.

      It is out this window that I look, now, almost ten years to the day, during which time I remember my father nodding, my mother sobbing. He’d agreed, alongside several others across our kingdom, to answer the cry for help, to travel to the capital to escort Lady Celestine to the Impossible Mountains. I still remember how hard his hand had trembled as he’d taken hold of my own, as he’d pulled me into his arms to tell me that he loved me.

      “Be good,” he’d told me, “for your mother.”

      The last words he’d said were that he loved us.

      As I stand here, looking out the window I would often find my mother gazing through, I feel that distinct sadness returning, that echo of my mother’s life whispering through me, one second at a time. Her final days had been wrought with agony, frustration. The fever had made her suffer from delirium, and though try as I did to keep her calm, I couldn’t.

      It was only on the night of her death, when she’d been on the cusp of the afterlife, that she’d calmed.

      I still wonder if it was my father’s spirit that had come to accompany her across the Bridge.

      Swallowing, I allow myself a moment to stew in these hard feelings, these seemingly unfounded emotions. Then, slowly, I step up to the chest, and fall to my knees before it.

      In mere moments, I am reaching out to undo its leather clasps—to lift the old metal from its prison, and reveal the contents inside.

      At first, I am unsure what to think. The first things I notice are the fine clothes within, the jewelry that has been carefully wrapped in soft linens. In sorting through it, I discover a number of bronze rings, a necklace with a stone that my father swore was carved from jade. I find my mother’s prayer beads among these items; and as I reach down and take hold of them, I feel a memory of her stir from deep within me, of seeing her kneeling here, on this very floor, these very beads in hand.

      It takes a moment to contemplate what she might have been saying, what she might have been praying. However, as I take them in hand, and feel the weight of their intricate wooden beads, and the tenderly carved stones among them, I feel my heart skip, my mind race.

      I think, What was the prayer? What was the prayer?

      Sadly, time—and, most likely, grief—have taken it from me; and for this reason, I set them among my mother’s items, and reach back into the chest.

      The deeper I dig, the more confused I am by its contents.

      A traveler’s cloak, carefully stitched and tended⁠—

      A pair of traveling gloves and boots, shined to perfection⁠—

      A leather cuirass, whose metal weighs hardly anything⁠—

      The last, and most startling item, is a sword, which inspires feelings of safety as I lift it from the chest. Its weight is substantial, but not burdensome; and as I draw it a whisper’s length from its sheath, its metal glimmers in the light streaming through the window, inspiring not just feelings of wonder, but awe.

      For a moment, I am unsure why my mother would have it.

      Then, not long after, the realization hits me.

      This is no ordinary sword. This was a sword that had been forged from the finest iron, whose hilt was crafted to protect the hand, whose blade had been smelted in a way that it was thin enough to offer its bearer the speed that would be necessary to disarm even the most troublesome of foes.

      No, I then think. This wasn’t a sword given to my mother, nor was it one she bought after my father died.

      This blade was my father’s.

      But… how? I wonder. How could this be my father’s sword?

      “Unless—” I start to say.

      But before I can finish, I hear a knock come at the door, startling me from thought.

      It takes less than a moment for me to set the objects on the bed. For me to sheathe and then cover the sword with the edge of the blanket. I close the chest, then turn and make my way out of the room, careful to shut the door behind me before I wind through the hall and approach the entryway.

      I expect to see Flynn standing there, a satchel of salted meats in hand. Instead, I see Father Hutt.

      “Father Hutt,” I say. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the Summerday festivities?”

      “The day is still young,” Father Hutt says, “so don’t worry yourself over that.”

      “But… what are you doing here?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” the holy man asks. “I came to speak with you.”

      I cast a glance in the direction of Flynn’s home, then frown and say, “I’m sorry. Please, come in.”

      I step aside to allow the holy man entry, then close the door as he enters. I am careful to remain silent as he sweeps his gaze across the home, which I hope has been maintained to the standards my mother used to keep while she was alive.

      “She would be proud,” Father Hutt says, “that you’ve kept your home so lovely.”

      “Thank you, Father,” I say. “May I… may I ask why you’re here, though? Surely you did not come just to visit.”

      “You were always perceptive beyond your years,” Father Hutt says. He settles himself into one of the chairs at the dining table, then says, “Please sit, Yvaine.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t like something to drink?” I ask.

      “I insist,” Father Hutt says.

      I settle into the chair across from him. Try my hardest not to grimace as I consider what it is he might say. Frown when a sigh escapes his lips.

      “Father,” I say, “what is going⁠—”

      “I saw you going through your mother’s things when I was coming down the road,” Father Hutt says, “and, well… I thought it was time.”

      “Time for… what, exactly?”

      “To tell you the truth about what happened.”

      I think of my mother’s belongings—the chest of things that she shouldn’t have had. Then I think of the sword, and how it glimmered in the light. A breath escapes me not long after, and try as I do to reclaim it, I find that I cannot.

      Father Hutt leans forward. Sets a hand over my own. Squeezes my fingers, and says, “I assume that you found it with your mother’s things.”

      “You mean—his… his⁠—”

      “His sword,” Father Hutt says. “Yes, Yvaine. That is indeed your father’s sword.”

      “But… how?” I ask. “Why?”

      “How did it come to be in her possession?” he asks, and waits for me to nod before sighing. “That… is in part why I am here. Because it was her wish for you to know on your seventeenth Summerday.”

      “Know what, Father Hutt?”

      “That your father perished on the way to the Impossible Mountains.”

      I draw in a breath. Feel dread rush through my veins in the process.

      “As you know: your father chose to go on a pilgrimage for which there was likely no return. Almost ten years ago, he dedicated his life to the expedition that would ensure Celestina’s passage to the Cradle of the World, and the mission she gave her life for to save our world.”

      “To destroy the Terror,” I say.

      “Damnatus,” Father Hutt agrees.

      Rarely is the Aia of Destruction’s name spoken of so plainly. It is filled with malice. Carries with it a sense of foreboding. Is enough to cause grown men to tremble, and those who are weary to sob. In hearing its name, and knowing its power, I cannot help but shiver.

      “What… what happened?” I find myself asking as I struggle to shake away the memories of that fateful day. “What happened to my father on the way to the Impossible Mountains?”

      “The simple answer is that he perished along the mountainside,” Father Hutt says. “The more detailed one is… more complex.”

      “How?”

      “You are well aware that the Terror’s coming brought with it more than just the idea of destruction. The wars it started, and the conflicts it stoked, was in part born out of the idea of one’s control over the Aia.”

      “Which is why we keep our worship secret,” I say.

      “Yes,” Father Hutt says. “Because if the Godkillers of Iora were to discover that we were practicing our worship of the Aia of the forest, they would surely bring great harm upon us.”

      “What… what kind of harm?”

      The silence that follows is enough to give me pause. It is also enough to make me tremble—because as I sit here, in this chair, at this table, within my family home, I find myself trying to connect the pieces, to determine why, exactly, Father Hutt has made this declaration to me.

      “Father Hutt,” I say, struggling to keep my hands from trembling. “Is there… is there a reason you’re telling me this?”

      “I simply want you to be wary,” the holy man says, “because in times like these, we never know when we might find trouble.”

      I think of the buck in the woods. Of the fire snuffed out with earth. Of the people, good or bad as they might have been, who had been there sometime recently. Then, I lift my head to face our holy man, and try to summon a response.

      Unfortunately, I find that I cannot; and as I wait, unsure if Father Hutt will say more, I try my hardest to keep my emotions in check. When he stands, and when he turns to face the doorway, I do just the same.

      “Before you go,” I say, “I have to ask you something.”

      The man turns to face me.

      “Why did my mother keep my father’s death a secret from me?”

      “I believe she did so because she wanted to bear you the burden of suffering as a child. Because why languish, someone might say, in fear, when they could do so in hope instead?”

      I do not know what to say. So, for that reason, I simply nod, and say, “Thank you for telling me.”

      I wait for the man to leave my home. To close the door behind him. For him to make his way down the road, and for him to disappear around the bend in the path.

      It is only when I’m really, truly sure that he cannot hear that I allow myself to cry.
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      Tonight is one of the longest I have ever lived through

      Lying here, in the bed I have slept in since childhood, I try my hardest to hold it together—to keep from trembling in spite of the weight of my grief—but find that no matter what I do, I cannot help but crumble.

      I am unsurprised when I sob myself to sleep.

      Of course, blissed dream, if I were to experience it, would only offer a modicum of relief. Instead, I am meant to face the nightmare incarnate.

      The Terror.

      Descending upon the planet. Pressing upon the atmosphere. Attempting, with all his might, to bear down upon the world with his massive figure, his impossible form.

      I hear a single word—a name declared.

      Damnatus.

      Then I see the hero incarnate, and watch as she faces down the impossible.

      Though I have only seen the girl in paintings and dreams and my own imaginings, I see what is likely an amalgamation of those impressions in the flesh. She is like me, in that she is around five and a half feet tall, in that she has copper-colored hair, eyes blazing the most violent shade of blue—and like me, she possesses a tenacity for life that many do not: a determination to assure that the people she loves, and even those she doesn’t, have the right to live another day.

      As the Terror known as Damnatus appears upon the horizon, encroaching ever swiftly upon a world that he always strived to call his own, I see the fourth moon shatter upon his entry. So close to the heavens, it is possible to see each piece tear violently across the skyscape.

      I hear his wicked laugh. The sardonic rumbling of his voice. Then I hear him say, You are nothing.

      And this is where the story could have turned on its heels, had those who journeyed with the girl named Celestine seen differently. For on that fateful night, when the sun could be seen blazing atop the Impossible Mountains, the company known as Horizon’s Watch had looked on as Celestine stretched her hand out, and gave her life for us all.

      She called upon the greatest Aia known to man—a being who could have been the saintliness of them all—and from her lips she’d spoken only there words.

      Please, a member of the Horizon’s Watch had heard her say, save us.

      Then she appeared: the angel Alastara, who with her radiant wings and many braids had appeared from beyond the Bridge, exchanging life for salvation, and sacrifice for rescue. She’d wielded, in that moment, her radiant spear, her divine weapon—and though Damnatus had stared her down, she’d done the one thing that Celestine had journeyed to do.

      She’d thrown her spear, and driven Damnatus beyond the Bridge.

      It had been a stunning sight, they’d said. There’d been a great flash, followed by a wicked scream, which had been heard for hundreds, even thousands of miles away. Then there’d come the calamity—the firestorm that rent the sky.

      Then, just like that, it was over. The world had been saved—and Celestine would become the greatest hero known to man.

      As I awaken from the dream, which I understand is more of a testament to salvation than anything, I draw my knees and the blanket up to my chest, and lean my temple against them.

      My father would have been proud of what Celestine had accomplished. Would have sang her praises from the highest mountains to the lowest valley, through the forests and to the distant seas. Most of all: I know that he was honored to have committed himself to her service.

      On the night before he was meant to leave us forever, I had asked my father why he was going on a journey halfway across the world.

      “It’s because,” he’d said, “there’s a Terror attempting to take hold of our world, and only she can stop it.”

      “Who?” I’d asked.

      “Celestine,” he’d whispered.

      Just as I do now.

      Swallowing, I lift my hand to wipe my eyes, swollen with tears as they happen to be. Then I shove the blankets from my figure, and push my legs over the side of the bed.

      That is why I see it—the flicker of a flame, sparked by flint before lifting to pipe. A plume of smoke follows, and I know that Flynn has woken on his cruel and unfortunate night.

      After wrapping a shawl about myself, I slip my feet into a pair of flat shoes, then make my way through the living quarters and out into the darkness.

      His footsteps are the first thing I hear after the door closes behind me, his sigh the next. He asks, “Yvaine. What are you doing up?”

      And all I can respond is by saying, “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Did you have the dream?”

      “What dream?”

      “You know what dream I mean.”

      I close my eyes. Exhale. Then I say, “Yes. I did” before opening my eyes to face him.

      Flynn’s sigh is like the mountains crumbling, the earth shifting. Filled with unease, but most of all, fear, he centers his gaze on me, obviously waiting for me to elaborate further. When I don’t, he clears his throat and says, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      To which I reply by saying, “There’s nothing to talk about. It’s the same dream as it’s always been.”

      “But is it?” Flynn asks.

      I purse my lips in contemplation. Try, desperately, to determine if there was anything new, or something different about what I’d seen before. When I say, “No. It’s the same dream.”

      Flynn sighs, but says, “I’m sorry” in a low, calm voice.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I just wish I could do more.”

      What Flynn could do, if he could do anything, I am not certain. Regardless, I settle myself onto the wooden stoop, and frown not long after.

      “Flynn?” I ask in the moments that follow.

      “Yes?” Flynn asks.

      “Do you think…” I pause. Swallow. “Do you think that something bad is going to happen?”

      “What do you mean?” he asks. “Why would you think that?”

      “Father Hutt came here today, after the hunt. He… he told me that my father⁠—”

      “Wait. Your father? What about him?”

      “—he told me that my father died on the lands beneath the Impossible Mountains, and that he perished defending Lady Celestine.”

      “Oh, Yvaine. I… I don’t know what to say.”

      The emotions threaten to return, almost unbearably so. Somehow, though, I am able to strangle them down, and exhale before saying, “He made it seem like I needed to know. That it was the last piece of information I needed to truly move on from my father’s death.”

      “Did he say why your mother never told you?”

      “He said she never told me because she didn’t want me to bear that burden.”

      Flynn sighs and turns his head to look toward his home. “I can understand that,” he says.

      I want to turn my head to acknowledge his statement. To let him know that I understand that his mother is always in my thoughts, ill of mind as she happens to be. However, in knowing that it would only dredge up bad memories, and even worse emotions, I choose to remain silent, and merely nod.

      “We should go back to bed,” Flynn says. “Father Hutt will expect us at the Summerdays ahead.”

      “Flynn,” I start.

      He turns his head to face me.

      “Do you think that… that⁠—”

      “What?”

      “That my mother was caring when she chose not to tell me? About my father, I mean?”

      “I think your mother was trying to do her best for you,” Flynn say. “That’s all I can think to say.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      Flynn snuffs the dying embers in his pipe, then tucks it into the leather sleeve. He then says, “Goodnight, Yvaine.”

      “Goodnight, Flynn.”

      We then turn and go our separate ways.
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      The next time I awaken, dawn is breaking upon the horizon. Bleeding shades of orange and yellow across the sky, I open my eyes to find that gentle kiss, that blessed warmth, descending upon me. Then, not long after, I remember what happened the day before.

      Discovering my mother’s chest, my father’s things⁠—

      Meeting with Father Hutt, and learning my father’s untimely fate⁠—

      I blink, stunned, as the emotions threaten to spill forth once more. Thankfully, only a single tear descends from my eye as I push myself upright, then as I crawl out of bed.

      As I straighten, and look at my reflection in the mirror, I find a version of myself that is a stranger in this place—a ghost who, having defied her crossing, has remained in the mortal world forever, for only reasons she knows.

      Rather than think on that, I turn away from the mirror, and dress in a simple tunic and trousers. This time, however, I do not arm myself only with my bow, but with the one thing that has been left for me.

      My father’s sword.

      Its weight is comforting at my side—a reassurance that I can defend myself, should the need arise. It is also cumbersome, if only because I am not used to its weight.

      “You’ll get used to it,” I mumble as I straighten my posture, tie my brown hair into a bun, and slide a cap atop my head. “You have more pressing things to worry yourself over now.”

      The Summerdays are upon us, I tell myself.

      There are things that must be done.
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      As with most Summerdays in years past: the hunt will continue, as will the celebration of Payus, the Aia of the forest, by whom we have been undoubtedly blessed. For this reason, it will not be uncommon to see men butchering fresh game alongside homes, or women cooking it into meats and stews in pits erected along the roads. The children of Wellspring will also take part in the festivities, during which they will make masks out of clay, hunt for eggs that have been colored in berry and vegetable juices, and parade down the streets in costumes. It is a time meant to honor the simpler things in life—be it our friends, our families, or the nature we coexist with.

      It is on days like this, during which time I feel the smallest I could possibly be, that I feel the ever pressing need to pray.

      To atone for my wrongs.

      To ask for what is right.

      To give thanks for everything I have been given.

      So on this second day of the Summerdays, during which the sun is bright in the sky, and casting its light upon Wellspring in full splendor, I keep my head held high, my lips pursed with pride, and make my way through the streets with the knowledge that I have been granted a life uninhibited, a future that I can shape into whatever story that might be told.

      By the time I reach the town square, my heart is ablaze with hope for what could be—not just now, but in the future as well.

      Given my mood on the matters at hand, approaching the temple of the Aia Payus should feel like second nature. However, as I make my way toward it, I find my heart faltering.

      You can do this, I tell myself. It’s no different now than it was when you were a little girl.

      While that is not completely true, I tell myself that nothing in the temple will harm me—and for that reason, reach out and take hold of the massive door handle that separates me from the interior of the church.

      Inside, I lower my head. Pull the door shut behind me. Turn, and walk down the center aisle, which is flanked by wooden pews at either side. Like many temples I have been told about in the Ioran lands, they are distinctly modeled after who is being worshiped, which, in this case, happens to be Payus. His icon is emblazoned within the stained glass at the far edge of the space, where above an altar his crowned head looks on. Just looking upon his white fur, and in seeing his deer-like face, leaves me with a mixture of feelings.

      Awe. Reverence.

      Peace, I think.

      As before the altar I fall, and to my knees I descend, I clasp my hands in front of me, and lower my head to pray.

      Please, honored spirit of the wood, hear my plea:

      Protect me in the hours that I feel small, and in the moments during which I feel weak.

      Honor my family with my memories of them, as they are carried across the Bridge.

      And please, honored spirit, I then think, grant me clemency for the things I may have done wrong, so that I may better serve my people, if ever my time comes.

      By the Aia, I thank you.

      I lift my eyes just in time to see a shadow being cast across my person.

      “Yvaine,” Father Hutt says. “I am surprised to see you here.”

      “I felt it best to honor our Fair Father,” I say, careful not to touch the smoking censer as I push myself to my feet. “I was compelled to come here to do just that.”

      “I am pleased that you felt comfortable in his presence,” the holy man says. “I remember how frustrated you were when the sickness swept through our lands, and how angry you were at Payus for not intervening.”

      “I was, at the time,” I say. “But… the more I think about it, the more I realize now that my emotions were born out of anger, my hatred as well.”

      “The Fair Father honors those who ask for forgiveness,” Father Hutt says, “just as he does those who seek to help others in his name.”

      “Father Hutt,” I say, turning my head to face the old man. “Can I… can I ask you a question?”

      “You may,” the holy man replies.

      “Why does Wellspring pray so openly, when the kingdom wishes nothing more than to quell our worship?”

      “We pray openly because it is a rite given to us by the Aia themselves,” Father Hutt says. “As to why we do so in the face of such adversity, well…” He pauses. “That is something that only the individual can answer.”

      “Have you not worried,” I ask, “about the Godkillers coming to crush us all?”

      “The Godkilling men of the Kingdom of Iora will do everything in their power to exhaust all options of hope for those who choose to pray, my dear Yvaine. If they will not do so with swords, then they will do so through fire, or famine, disease.”

      “I ask because Flynn spoke of them, once, a day or so before. He seemed… scared, Father Hutt, of what might happen, should they discover our worship.”

      “The people fear what they cannot control,” Father Hutt says. “King Benson believes that those who worship Aia openly will one day destroy the world.”

      “But why?” I ask. “Why fear that our gods will destroy us when it was one of them who saved our world from destruction?”

      “That I do not know, my friend. That I do not know.”

      Father Hutt turns his head to regard the entryway to the temple, which two acolytes have since opened to allow the summer sunshine in. “All I can say, my dear friend Yvaine, is to fear not—for in his shadow, we are watched.”

      The holy man sets his hand on my arm. He then smiles, gestures to the door, and says, “Go. Find your friend. Partake in food and drink. Days like this do not come often for us, especially in a world like ours.”

      Though I want desperately to open my mouth to speak, I find myself unable to do so, if only out of fear of repercussion. For that reason, I turn, and make my way out into the light.
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      I find my best friend speaking with the other farmers and hunters of Wellspring. Head high, hand snared around a drink, Flynn turns to face me as I approach, and says, “Yvaine! You’ve made it. Here—have a drink.”

      “I
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