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Twenty thousand years ago, before the first stones of any village were laid, when the mountains of the Alps still wore their crowns of eternal ice, autumn came like a quiet warning. The great herds began their long drift south, and the wind that swept through the valleys carried the scent of snow and death.

Eira walked with her family’s tribe—thirty souls bound by blood and fire—toward the winter camp beyond the southern ridges. They had packed their hides, dried berries, and carved tools onto sleds dragged by the last of the reindeer, and moved through forests already shedding their golden leaves.

Eira was a young woman, light-footed, her laughter quick to stir even the grayest morning. Her hair was the pale brown of dry grass, her eyes deep as the lake that never fully thawed in summer. She often scouted ahead, with her brother’s old spear in hand and a satchel of stones for throwing at hares or birds.

That afternoon, mist hung low over the valley, and the air was sharp with the musk of wet fur and pine sap. The tribe had paused to rest, and Eira strayed toward the river to fill her skin of water. She did not hear the bear until it was upon her.

It came out of the thicket with a sound like tearing thunder—a great brown shadow. The world narrowed to breath and terror. Eira turned, raised her spear, and screamed.

The first blow from its paw sent her sprawling, the spear splintering beneath the beast’s weight. She felt its hot breath, thick with rot and berries, as it roared above her. Pain exploded through her thigh as claws ripped into flesh. She kicked, rolled, grabbed a stone, and struck at its muzzle, again and again, until blood—hers and its—streaked the ground.

Shouts came through the trees. Her kin. The hunters. The bear rose on its hind legs, a tower of rage, and the air filled with the hiss of thrown spears. One found its mark behind the shoulder; another pierced the neck. The beast staggered, snarled, and fled into the mist, leaving Eira crumpled in the mud, her leg torn open to the bone.

They carried her back to camp wrapped in a deerskin. The women cleaned the wound with river water and herbs, but the gash festered quickly. Fever came that night, burning through her body like wildfire. By dawn, her skin was pale, her breath shallow. The elders exchanged grim looks—there would be no healing here. The infection was deep, and they could not risk the rest of the clan being trapped by snow while waiting for her to die.

On the third morning, with the first flakes falling from the gray sky, they left her. They carried her to a shallow cave by the river’s bend, the one the hunters used for shelter in past years. They laid her on a bed of moss and furs, left her with a pouch of dried meat, a waterskin, and her mother’s carved talisman of antler bone. Her father pressed his forehead to hers one last time. No one spoke the words—they did not need to.

When their footsteps faded, only the river remained, whispering through the cold silence. Eira tried to stay awake, but the fever pulled her under. Her leg throbbed like a living thing. The scent of blood drew flies. She drifted in and out of delirium, dreaming of her people vanishing into the white distance, of the bear’s yellow eyes gleaming in the dark.

Outside, winter came crawling down the mountains.

And Eira, the girl who should have died, lay alone at the edge of the frozen world.

*  *  *
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The custom was older than the songs of our elders. Every boy who reached maturity had to face it—the Trial of the Cold. No one could become a man without surviving the dark season alone, away from fire circles and familiar faces. It was how our people knew who was strong enough to protect, to hunt, to endure.

If I stayed behind, I would be branded a coward. No clan would take me. No woman would look my way. So, when the leaves turned red and gold, and the wind began to whisper of snow, I knew my time had come.

I am Ayaz, son of Nadir the hunter, and on that morning, I left everything I knew behind.

They gave me what the law of our people allowed—a bundle of skins, a flint stone for fire, a small pouch of dried meat, a spear, a bow and a handful of arrows, and my most precious possession: the obsidian knife my father had knapped for me the night before. Its edge was black and sharp as moonlight on ice.

He said nothing when he handed it to me, only looked at me with eyes as hard as stone. But when I turned to go, he placed his hand on my shoulder. It was the closest thing to affection he ever showed.

“Keep your fire alive,” he said. “If it dies, so will you.”

I nodded, swallowed the lump in my throat, and walked into the gray west.

The forest closed around me like a living thing. The air smelled of damp earth and the first promise of snow. Every sound carried far—the creak of branches, the caw of a raven, the distant call of wolves. I had hunted before, slept beneath open skies, but never truly alone. This time, no one would watch my back.

By the second day, the mountains rose before me, white and ancient, their peaks hidden in cloud. I followed the river valley, for where there was water, there would be game—and perhaps, if the spirits were kind, a place to make my shelter before the great snows came.

I did not yet know that somewhere ahead, near that same river, a wounded girl lay dying in a cave.

The paths of the living and the lost were about to cross.

*  *  *
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For three days I followed the river, moving westward where the cliffs grew steeper and the forest thinned. The water was my guide and my lifeline. It gave me fish, and its sound kept me company when the nights grew long and the silence pressed against my thoughts.

Each evening, I gathered wood and built a great fire by the water’s edge. The flames danced high, crackling and spitting sparks into the dark, and I slept with my spear within reach. The smell of smoke kept the wolves away—or so I hoped. But sometimes, deep in the night, I would hear their howls rolling across the valley, echoing from cliff to cliff. It reminded me how small I was under the vast, cold sky.

When dawn came, I caught two fish with my spear and roasted them over the dying embers. The morning mist hung low over the river, pale and silent as a ghost. After eating, I shouldered my pack and went on, following the water as it wound between gray stone and frost-dusted reeds.

Around midday, when the sun stood highest and the air shimmered faintly with its weak warmth, I saw it—a dark opening halfway up the cliff on the far side of the river. A cave. Large enough for a bear, but maybe, if luck was with me, empty and dry enough for a man to make his winter
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