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Chapter 1: Death And Birth
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“Sing your song of death and glory to the uncaring Gods. One life is ours alone to love, to weep, and to love once more.”

The Wishsong of Winter

An icy wind tore through the small mountain hut. It carried cold and the thin keening sound of hunger. “Maeve...” it called, “Maaeevvee...”

Maeve’s nostrils flared. Stronger than the stench of blood and birth was the scent of evil. Predators that hunted her once more.

Biting hard on the leather strap gripped in her teeth, she grunted, expelling the placenta onto the birthing hide. Glancing at her baby, she tied the cord and gathered her close. The blood smeared girlchild moved strongly in her arms, and a tiny fist batted her on the cheek. 

“Be strong daughter. We have a battle to fight yet,” Maeve whispered. She wrapped the babe and tied her against her breast, making sure she was secure. She would need both hands free in the battle to come. “Do not worry, I will not let them get you.” She relaxed as she felt the babe suckle.

The wind keened again, and Maeve shivered. The hungry sound was closer. Not for a few weeks had she heard that sound, and she had hoped she would birth in the village far below. But yesterday they had found her, and a fall down a snowy cliff had hastened her birth time by a week. 

One night a bride, nine months a widow. She looked down at the reddish hair of her daughter, she was so like Gareth, the babe’s father.

“Oh Gareth, why did you not let me die with you?” The baby cooed at the sound of her voice, and she whispered to her, “maybe you are the answer.” The tiny hut around her held memories of love and death, courage, and darkness. For a brief time, Maeve allowed herself to remember, wishing Gareth was here to see his daughter. The little girl in her arms was all she had left of her husband. Maeve, woozy from birth and blood loss, let her memories overtake her. 

###
[image: ]


The tiny hut was her family’s. For a week before their vows, Gareth had worked in secret to surprise her, turning the old hunting shack into a haven of soft furs and bedding, food and comfort. They had spent their wedding night there. Warm and snug, and a little giddy from the spruce wine, they had laughed and loved enough for a lifetime that night. 

The cold wind had keened that night nine months ago, loud and piercing. The moon was dark, but the ice demons around the hut glowed with a weird blue light. They had heard stories from Osric about them, the creatures that brought with them an eternal winter. Yet a story is a comfortable thing to be heard near a fire. No story was enough to prepare them for reality, but warriors know the enemy, however it shows itself. Tall and beautiful with an otherworldly air, they gleamed the colours of ice, pale blues, greens, and greys shone in the dark night. Yet their eyes held nothing but hunger.

“Makes them easier to see...” Gareth said, passing Maeve her broadsword.

“And kill,” Maeve replied, throwing him his bow.

“That’s my woman,” Gareth replied with a grim smile.

With a few other warriors they might have had a chance. But two alone in the mountains far from help spelled disaster. They fought back-to-back, broadswords singing death hymns in the ghostly blue light, and they found the demons could die. Not easily, not quickly, but clean steel tore through the ice of their bodies. They bled cold blue, while their pack of ice beasts shimmered into fragments when hurt.

She had tried to stay with Gareth, but in the heat of battle against so many it was impossible. She found herself alone, surrounded by the ice beasts they controlled. Snarling and slavering blue flames, they circled her, some glancing towards the trees as though seeking a word of command.

Up the mountain from the hut was a clearing, and she could hear Gareth chanting. She had been wary at first, magic had seldom appeared in her village. Both Gareth and his brother Osric were Druids, visitors that had been travelling to warn distant villages of the ice demons. Gareth’s power was that of the beasts, and she had been awestruck the first time he had summoned the wolves. 

His voice was cut short, and she tried to dodge the jackals to get to him, sure that he was hurt. But the jackals flowed and reformed around her, closing the barrier.

Then she noticed a gap in the ring of jackals and ran. But the gap was for letting something in, not a passage for her to escape.

He was tall, pale and with black hair. A silver crown of crystal grew from his forehead. She froze. Dark eyes burned into her as he glided over the snow leaving only the faintest of tracks.

“I have waited for the right vessel, and here you are.” His voice was deep and compelling, and she felt the undercurrents of dark magic that made a puppet of her body. He reached a hand to her face, and the deep cold went deeper, seeping into her heart. The world become a nightmare of blackness and terrible cold.

She had woken feeling more dead than alive, her clothes torn from her, her body black with bruises. Worst of all was the deep ache inside, and she knew what had happened. Using her discarded broadsword to lever herself to her feet, she staggered back to the clearing, hoping to find Gareth.

The clearing was a charnel house. Dead wolves formed a circle around the torn and broken remains of her husband pinned to a tree. Arrows lay scattered across the blood splashed snow, a mute testimony to his fight. Ice blue wounds covered his body, and those of the wolves who had died fighting for the Druid of the beasts. Maeve searched for his white wood bow but found only bloody wolf tracks where the survivors had dragged themselves away. Summoned, they would obey him to the death, but she knew she would not see them again.

Maeve cut him down from the tree and piled the wolf bodies on his. No filthy scavengers would feed here. She would never forget the smell of the smoke, bloody and choking. The column rose thick and black into the dawn. “I will not let you die unavenged,” Maeve said, watching the flames devour him and his faithful wolves. “I will hunt them down and they will die.” 

Here Osric had found her. He had seen the smoke, found her unconscious in the snow, and she had woken up in his hut in the village. As her health returned, she had fulfilled her vow. One by one the pack of demons had dwindled, falling prey to her arrows or traps. She did not dare get too close; she knew that a wound from the demons or their beasts was deadly. The wounds did not bleed, yet ice would seize you until it reached your heart. A wound could kill, and even a splash of their blood was deadly. She had seen scavengers feeding on a dying demon she had left in the snow, and the creatures had died with their first taste of demon blood.
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Outside the air howled again, and the babe at her breast squirmed. Maeve stood up using the broadsword as a support, feeling stronger for the rest. 

“Maeeevvvee...Maaeevvee...” the wind howled.

Maeve straightened and shuddered at the call. From deep inside her came an answering contraction. 

Another baby. She felt her stomach kick hard. 

“Well, you are going to have to wait little one,” Maeve said, standing up and sheathing her sword. “Be strong.” The kick she received seemed to be an answer, and Maeve prayed she could reach the village safe before this one was born. She patted her daughter and covered her face warmly, checking the fastening of the sling. She grabbed her dagger and returned it to her arm gauntlet. Picking up the placenta wrapped in the birthing leather, Maeve staggered outside.

The air was bitter and cold, an icy sleet froze her wet clothes. Maeve swept back her cloak to give herself mobility. She was inured to cold and had ceased to feel it since that dreadful night nine months ago. The happiest and worst day of her life, from maiden to widow in the span of a night. Icy mist flowed down the hillside filling the gully, swirling around her. It smelled of hunger.

Surrounding the hut were the ice demons.

Behind them the moon had risen. It was half hidden; the eclipse had taken a slice and was devouring the glow. Soon the dark of the moon would be complete.

“Time to die demons,” Maeve yelled, whipping her sword from its sheath.

The ice demons relied on the fear they inspired. Maeve had learned much of them in the last nine months, and she put her knowledge to use. She moved fast, cleaving her sword down through the shoulder of the demon on the right of her, slicing the fell creature in half. Sweeping around in a circle, she held her sword in a double handed grip and ripped through the chest of another. Ice blood spurted from them, and she dodged back.

But the best thing she had learned was that they could be killed, she had slaughtered many of the creatures, trapping them in snares of wood and steel. She screamed defiance as they swarmed, beasts and demons surrounding her.

“That’s for Gareth,” she screamed, beheading another demon.

The fourth demon stood back a little, flanked by an ice beast. 

“I ate his liver warm from his body,” the demon taunted her.

“Well, eat this then,” Maeve snarled, flicking the birth hide towards him and sending the placenta full into his face. The demon staggered back and was trampled to the ground as its own ice beasts fell on him, ravening at the smell of fresh meat.

The last demon walked out of the trees, and Maeve, close to exhaustion, threw her sword at him, impaling him to a tree. Her sword dug deep into the frozen bark, and she smiled watching the demon struggle and die.

“That’s for me,” she panted.

With his last breath the demon whistled, and out of the ice at her feet formed a beast like a jackal. It snarled and leapt at her face, and Maeve turned to shield the babe. The beast landed on her back, claws and teeth tearing at her shoulder. She stood up, hurling the beast from her. It sprang to its feet, its mouth full of sharp teeth and flaring cold blue fire.

As it leapt once more, Maeve yanked the dagger from her arm guard and used the beast’s own momentum to slice it in twain as she stepped back and let it fly past her. It landed on the ground and fell back into the snow from whence it came. The broken blade of her dagger lay in the snow, and she frowned. It had been her last weapon.

The moon was fully dark now, and Maeve squinted. “No more demons, thank the Gods. Gareth, I got them all, except that one.” She cried out in pain and grabbed her stomach as another contraction gripped her. Staggering, she tried to straighten up, but the beast wounds burnt with cold, and she could feel the deadly ice creeping over her.

“No, these babies will live. They will hunt you down and finish what I started,” she gasped. “Gods... I cannot birth here.” She moaned as another contraction hit her. Blood and fluid gushed from her onto the snow. Not far away wolves howled. She gazed down the mountain. The lights from the village were impossibly far. 

She staggered to the hut, banging her shin on Gareth’s heavy shield on the way. While she was tall and strong, Gareth had been a much bigger man, so she had never used it.

But it gave her pain wracked mind an idea.

With one arm numb and useless from the ice wounds in her shoulder, Maeve dragged it to the edge of the clearing and sat on it. Prying the broken dagger from her cold rigid fingers, she tucked her numb hand clumsily around the babe strapped to her chest. Digging the stub of the dagger into the ice as a rudder, she kicked off, tobogganing down the mountain on the shield.

Despite her pain, it was an exhilarating ride. Ice kicked up underneath her and her long brown hair flew out behind. Maeve rocketed down the hill, skidding and laughing in hysteria. Slowing as she reached the village flats, she crashed the shield into a house and banged the pommel of the dagger on the wooden wall for help.

But this was a village that had been in the grip of the winter of the ice demons for too long. So remote it did not even have a name, survival rated higher in the minds of the villagers than nomenclature. While Maeve had fought lonely battles for nine months, hunting and being hunted, they too had fought the cold. She knew the cold had burnt all else but survival out of them. They had watched as the tree ice grew till it reached the ground, battling to feed the young and old with milk freezing in the bucket as soon as it was out of the cow. The winter of the demons had come like a thief, stealing babies and the old, burning the heart out of the village. People here didn’t go outside at night to see what the strange noise in the dark might be.

But one man came to help her. Maeve would have wept if she had any tears left to her when Osric’s blunt features bent over her. He dragged her, still on the shield, into his hut and barred the door, making sure the heavy beam across the door was tight. He poked up the fire and put some more wood on it, sparks shooting up into the rafters highlighting the streaks of silver in his dark red hair. 

He came over and lifted her with care onto the bed. She sank into the warm furs, her breath coming in pants now. “What happened Maeve? You were due here a week since, I watched for you.”

“I am dying Osric. One last thing I must do.” She clutched his shirt, her knuckles white. “This babe inside me may save or damn us all.” She bit her lip hard and spat blood. “Tell him, Druid, it is his choice, his destiny. In the next darkening of the moon...” she left off, panting, her face screwed taut with pain. “His destiny is his choice,” she gasped.

He propped her up more comfortably, pushing furs down behind her for support. Her clothes were shredded from the talons of the ice beast, and his face faltered. “Maeve, your back.” It was a mass of cuts, ice blue with cold, none bled as normal wounds.

“I know, I can feel the ice spreading.” Her speech was laboured, and a blue tinge crept over her cheek. “It spreads quickly, faster than this babe will be born. You know what needs to be done.”

Osric swallowed. A solitary man, and for years one more interested in the practice of his magic than with people, midwifery details had escaped him. “Let me take the girl, make you more comfortable...” he said, gathering his courage for the task. He put the babe in a basket near the fire. “She looks like my Mother, Jana.”

“Gods, man, I’m dying. Cut this babe from me. I will see my son before I die. I will name him.” Maeve snarled, the pain of birth and the ice death fighting to drag her under. One arm was solid with ice, and the cold was sweeping up her legs, the icy tide faster now. 

Osric pulled a knife from his belt and pushed her clothes aside. 

“Now,” screamed Maeve, gripping the bedframe.

He grimaced, but with a single stroke, cut deep into her stomach. 

The ice swept over her hips, leaching colour. There was no blood, just icy crystals frozen in her veins.

He pulled the babe from her just as the ice swept over his hands. He felt the chill, and the babe kicked strongly, pushing himself away from the cold of his dying mother.

Maeve smiled down at the boy, his dark hair slick with blood, and saw the streak of white hair. She smoothed his hair back as shudders of pain and ice wracked her body.

“I name him Grieve. Care for them both, Druid. I lay this as an oath upon you. He has suckled on ice and blood...two worlds...but he is my son...” Maeve said no more as the ice swept over her heart.

“Give my love to Gareth,” Osric whispered as he closed her eyelids. “I will care for the children, as best I can.” He sat back on his heels, looking down at his brother’s wife. “One night a bride, nine months a widow. One hour a Mother.” He shook his head. “You deserved better than this.”

He picked up the boy, sorted out the tying of the birth cord and wrapped him in a soft fur. The boy seemed strong, the girl too. “You will both need all the strength your parents could gift you,” he said, getting to his feet with a grunt of effort. Light started shining through the high window, and he glanced up. “The moon is clearing; we will not see this again until twenty-five years have passed. This I have seen in the stones. But two of you?” He shook his head. 

“The girlchild, yes. With your magic to be a gift or burden, as is mine.” The babies began crying from hunger and the cold. “But the boy? Whose fathering is he?” He gazed sadly at Maeve’s face, frozen in a rictus of pain. There would be no answers this night. 

He picked them up and headed out into the remains of the night, lit by the strange twilight as the darkness left the moon clear. A village woman had given birth recently, maybe she had milk to spare for these two as well. As he trudged through the snow, he hummed a song of stone magic, to soothe them, and to give them strength for the life ahead. 
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Chapter 2: The Long Winter Of The Soul
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“The dark cold of Winter will fade from the world into another Spring. Let your heart likewise thaw and hope again.”

The Wishsong of Winter

“Demonspawn,” spat the boy. “My father says you don’t have a soul.”

“Shut your mouth or I will shut it for you,” Osric heard Grieve reply. The old Druid sighed, moving the pot from the fire before he went out. Grieve had too much experience in this sort of thing for his tender years. 

“Demonspawn. Where’s your parents now then?” 

Osric grimaced. It sounded like Ballan, the arrogant son of the village chieftain. Grieve’s elder by some years, already branded with the village mark of a man. Not that he deserved it, the boy had no more self-control than a rat at a rubbish heap.

“My mother died protecting this village. She was out fighting, while your parents slept in their soft beds.” Osric limped faster. He hadn’t heard Grieve quite so angry before.

They stood on the outskirts of the village, not far from his hut. Grieve, tall already for his nearly twelve years, stood in the knee-deep snow with his fists clenched. His dark brows drew together, and he glared hatred at Ballan.

“Yah, and that sister of yours.” Ballan continued. 

Osric hastened, cursing his old bones.

“What about my sister?” Grieve asked, his voice level and full of ice.

“She’s not right in the head.” Ballan sneered, making a circle gesture at his temple. 

“She has powerful magic, she will be a mighty Druid,” Grieve replied.

“She just spends time in the forest because she’s crazy,” Ballan sneered. “Playing with weeds and rocks, that’s all your family is good for.”

Osric was just in time to see Grieve’s face. Stone cold fury radiated from it, and his eyes were a pale ice blue, unlike their normal darker shade. Grieve leapt on Ballan, smashing his face into the snow, drawing blood as he rained down one punch after another. 

Osric hauled him off. Grieve stood glaring and panting, while Ballan whined in the snow.

“He called...” Grieve began.

“I heard.” Osric said, cutting him off with a sharp gesture. “Go home.”

He turned to the boy in the snow. “I will be speaking to your father. You scarcely deserve that brand on your arm.”

“Where’s your brand then old man?” Ballan spat into the snow.

“My brand is not one you can see, child.” Osric muttered, but the boy had fled, a trail of blood drops left in the snow.

Jana skidded to a halt beside him. She glanced at Grieve walking back to the hut, his back stiff and fists clenched, then down at the snow which still held traces of blood and a scuffle.

Her face asked a question.

“He is unhurt. The same old fight once more.” Osric watched as Jana sped to the hut and her brother. Despite their superficial differences, each ran to protect the other when danger threatened. Children of one womb, he often wondered if they shared thoughts, certainly where danger threatened one, the other was not far away. He smiled, watching Jana run. She would grow to be the image of his brother, Gareth. Tall, with reddish brown hair, she was patient and gentle, but with a steel core. Grieve already showed signs of the size he would grow into; he had the overlarge hands and feet of a gangly puppy at the moment.

Osric considered them as he trudged back through the snow. Jana’s magic inheritance was no surprise. Magic often ran in families, and he himself had once been renowned for his power. His thoughts slid away from those times, he did not wish to think on it. His magic was that of stone, his brother’s had been of animals, able to both transform into and summon wolves. He had heard from Maeve the details of his death and felt a brief burst of pride in his brother’s courage.

He wished he had been as strong.

But Jana’s magic was different from either. Her magic was that of the trees, of all growing things. Already she showed an aptitude for it that both pleased and worried him. He knew all the forms of natural magic that existed, of stone, of animals, the air, and water. 

He could guide her in the basics, but he knew no tree Druids to teach her further. She needed to know how to use magic, but also to hide it. Since the mage wars, magic was a bitter gift. As Ballan had shown, ordinary people feared and hated those that possessed something they did not understand.

Fireside gossip echoed in his head.

Summat wrong with them. 

T’aint natural, her singing to trees, looks like she even listens to ‘em.

Ice demons is one thing, letting their spawn live, should have never let them live here.

The old mages never done us no good.

“As well they might resent them,” Osric muttered bitterly. Mages had done no one any favours. Perhaps we would all be better off without magic. Too late for choices if a choice could be made. Yes, you made the wrong choice. But if not for that choice ...

He pushed his bitter thoughts deep as he entered his hut. Jana was trying to smear a green lotion onto Grieve’s battered knuckles, and he was scowling. The afternoon sun shone through the shutters and the white streak in his hair stood out. Osric frowned. Another reason to leave. The ceremony would bring visitors, and then gossip of the girl magic bearer and her brother with the demon-streaked hair would spread. 

They both started talking at once. Osric held up his hand for silence and they subsided.

“Next week you will be branded with the mark of an adult. Twelve is young, but these are dangerous times. It is time to put childish rage behind you and learn to control yourselves.”

They glanced at each other and then looked back at him. 

“After the ceremony, we will leave this village and live in the mountain hut. It is the place of your birthing,” he said. “It will need some repairs no doubt, but hard work never hurt anyone.” He watched them closely. They seemed relieved. Perhaps he should have made the decision earlier. But his bones ached in the eternal cold, and the doing of small magics and medicines for the villagers had kept them in food and clothing. As babes, with the memory of Maeve’s efforts in protecting the village still fresh, they had suckled with all the new mothers in the village. But that debt was long paid. Jana and Grieve had grown strong labouring at chores to earn food and furs to keep the small family alive. Grieve had learned young to set snares for rabbits, and Jana foraged plants that he thought the winter would have long since destroyed. He straightened his back, wishing for summer’s warmth.

Might as well wish the past undone, as wish for warm weather. The winter brought by the ice demons had never ended, and it had hit the village hard. He didn't begrudge the villagers their anger. If this winter was anyone’s fault, it was his.

“Start packing you two, don't just sit there. Grieve, you will need to go and chop some wood to make up for the fight. You do not hurt others unless you face an enemy. And no,” he raised his hand forestalling familiar arguments, “other people are not the enemy. Your Mother knew that lesson, it is time you did too.” 

Grieve grabbed the leather cap he wore to cover his white streaked hair and stamped out into the snow.

Osric pottered around the small cabin, picking up things and putting them down again without looking at them. The decision to leave had unsettled him, bringing up the past. He glanced at Jana, placidly pushing furs into a pack and collecting things in a pile to take with them. Her face was thoughtful.

“Does the branding hurt a lot?” Jana asked over her shoulder.

“Yes,” Osric replied. “Its purpose is to prepare you for the pain of adulthood, to face what your life will be.”

“Why do you not have one then?”

“I was sent away to train with an older Druid in the mountains. It was a good opportunity, he taught me a great deal about stone magic.” 

“Is that why people here don’t like us? Because of magic?”

He heaved a sigh at her serious face. She was too young to be thinking these things. Magic bearers as powerful as she grew up fast.

“Probably my dear. Magic brought the ice demons into this world, and this village has borne the brunt of their winter.”

“Can magic not then fix it? End the winter and kill the demons?”

“I wish it was that simple. Sometimes one action has consequences that open unexpected paths. No one can predict the future, even with the most powerful magic. The demons were let loose by people wanting power, and that never ends well.”

“I will end this winter.” Jana stood before the fire, her head just high enough to reach his chest, and folded her arms. “It’s bad for the trees not to have a summer; they whisper to me, they tell me of their pain. I promised I would make it go away.”

“Never make a promise you cannot keep, my dear. Although I do not doubt your courage.”

“I will end it,” she repeated, her glance flicking outside at the trees, their green limbs heavy under the ever-present blanket of snow. 

Osric didn’t think she was still speaking to him.
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It was a small group of villagers that gathered outside the smithy for the ceremony. In times past it had been a cause for celebration, but there were no smiles of joy. Many stood with their arms folded, as though waiting to see them leave. 

Or waiting to make sure they left, Osric thought as he stood beside the chieftain, Borad. Clutching his robes around him as the wind blew snow flurries around their feet, Osric tried to keep his thoughts from showing on his face. 

The blacksmith held up a brand, its wavering heat haze cutting a plume into the air.

“This is the sign of our village. The symbol of the winter sun, the promise of the gods that the cold will leave us. As brother and sister of the same birthing, you are two halves, your sun brand will be the tao sun, two halves of a whole.” The chieftain nodded, and the blacksmith approached with the red-hot brand. Similar to a cattle brand, the sun symbol glowed red. The villagers muttered a little, the traditional sun brand had been modified for twins, a curved line ran down the middle, splitting the sun into two halves.

Grieve stepped forward, his face pale. Pain even for a twelve-year-old was common. In this harsh village he had fallen down embankments, suffered splinters and cuts from chopping wood, been in numerous fights and even catching animals for food had scarred his hands with deep scratches. His black hair blew back in the icy wind, but he didn’t feel the cold. 

He never had.

He held out his arm, ignoring the mutters from behind him. People always whispered when they saw the white streak in his hair. Usually, he tied a piece of leather around his head to hide it, but as this was a ceremony that involved the attention of the gods, Osric had told him he was expected to be bare headed. 

The chieftain grabbed his wrist and scrutinized him closely. Sometimes children were not ready, and it would bring shame on them to scream or cry. Borad watched all the children grow and if he thought they were not ready, he would find a good excuse until they were. In this way, they could enter adulthood with a memory of bravery.

But Grieve and Jana looked like they were born ready.

He nodded to the blacksmith, who pulled the brand from the small brazier. The metal was so hot the end glowed red orange.

The brand burnt deep into Grieve’s arm, the stench filling his nostrils was like a burning roast of meat. But the warmth, how the warmth melted into his arm, then travelling too slowly through his body. Grieve felt like he had never been warm in his life until this day, and the smile on his face made the villagers mutter to each other.

Borad released him, directing him to plunge his forearm into the snow to dull the pain. Most children were glad to do so, but Grieve shook his head, and clutched his arm to his chest.

Jana too received the brand without flinching, although Osric noticed her forearm glistened a little as if she had applied some pain deadening plant juice to aid her. He said nothing as he helped her apply snow to her arm. The brand would heal quickly.

“Pack and be ready to go,” he told them. “We want to reach the hut before nightfall.”

“Borad,” He motioned the man over to him. 

Borad was a head shorter but made up for it with sheer bulk of muscle. He had held the village together in the demon winter, and Osric admired him, even if he had thought the man’s decisions harsh, he had made them as a chieftain should.

“We are moving up to the hut in the mountains,” he started.

“Best for us all,” Borad replied. “I know you have all tried to fit in, and we appreciate your medicines, but...” He glanced around. 

Osric noticed some of the older villagers were gossiping with a few peddlers, their dark glances at Grieve and Jana making it clear the topic of conversation. Grieve’s smile had been the final nail in the coffin for them. 

Borad shrugged. “Well, you know what has been said. Help is one thing, harbouring demonspawn is another. It’s best that you go and take them with you before others get ideas. Your magic is not welcome here anymore.”

Osric nodded, glancing at the villagers. He had helped all of them over the years with medicine or in some other way. And yet now they would not even meet his eyes. He sighed heavily. Perhaps I do not deserve any better.
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They all shouldered heavy packs. The small hut was remote, a good day’s walk from the village, and it was late in the morning. They chewed on tough dried meat and berries as they walked, sipping from snowmelt in waterproof skins tied under their clothes. Despite the long hike in the deep snow, they were light-hearted, getting away from the village with the disapproving glares cheered them all.

Grieve had run off at one point and returned laden with his snares and a couple of rabbits, their carcasses already hard frozen and partially gnawed by other hungry creatures. Jana collected plants as they walked, and wrapped a vine around her brand, the leaves pressing tight against her forearm. She stroked the vine when she thought no one was looking at her.

The hut was a welcome sight in the distance. However, twelve years of winter and neglect had not been kind to the structure. Part of the nearby cliff had fallen, and the window shutters swung loose. Osric warned the others to stand back and pushed the door with his staff.

“Well, no bears.” He laughed at their surprised faces.

“No, but something has been in here.” Jana screwed up her nose. “Euww, and they never went out to go to the outhouse.” 

Shucking off packs, they were soon busy. Grieve made the walls and shutters tight again using the back of a tomahawk for a hammer, and Jana swept clean the chewed fragments of fur and filth that had accumulated inside.

Osric rested for a while on the wooden chopping block at the front door. He was assessing the cliff failure. Slate tiles protected the roof, but the back wall was rotten from the pressure of wet earth over time. Boulders lay strewn around the back of the hut.

He glanced around out of habit, then chuckled. There was no one here to frown upon him using magic, and he stood up, striding towards the cliff with renewed energy. He called the others outside.

They stood back a little as instructed and watched the old man. He tried to keep a straight face, but he could see how excited they were. Over the years they had seen some small tricks he had performed and knew of his medicines. He winked at Jana, noticing she was holding Grieve’s hand tightly. 

Osric placed his hand on the cliff, eyes closed in concentration. He sang an odd dirge that sent into the mind images of rocks, earth and unimaginable periods of time passing. Earth began trembling, boulders moved into place, and earth smoothed itself out into a cavity within the cliff. Boulders rolled to shore up the sides, butting gently against the wooden hut wall.

He turned to face them. 

“Oh, your hair,” exclaimed Jana. Silver streaks had shot through his dark red hair until it was almost all silver. 

“Yes, each magic act will take some of your life energy. It may only be replenished by time as part of nature.”

“Part of nature?” asked Grieve. “Like sitting in the woods? That doesn’t sound too hard. I’m out in the woods all the time checking my traps, I should be the most magical one here.” He laughed but fell silent as Jana and Osric were looking at each other as if he wasn’t even there.

“No, more being part of the woods,” Osric replied somewhat cryptically.

Jana nodded thoughtfully, glancing at the tall fir trees behind Osric.

“Well, what are you waiting for? You two are growing so fast I made a new room. Go and pull down the rotten boards at the back and start a fire. It’s been a long day.” Osric clapped his hands at them and sat down on the chopping block with a sigh as the children rushed around.

“Probably shouldn't have done that,” he groaned, rubbing his back. Should have saved his powers for emergencies, not housework. But it had felt good to use his powers again, without the frowning glances of others. He took a deep breath of the cold mountain air and watched the setting sun light up the snow and tree line.

As the days turned into months, the little family settled in. Free from the taunts of the villagers, Osric taught Jana magic openly. Grieve worked hard repairing the hut, stopping gaps in the walls and roof with clay, and following his traps to provide furs and meat. The magic lessons held no interest for him, but Osric included some lessons on the history of the mage wars, and some geography. Grieve contented himself by exploring further each day, honing his skills tracking beasts and trying to sneak through the woods without making a noise. 

One day when the sun shone bright on the snow, Osric glanced at the sun. It was just midday, and he called Jana and Grieve.

“I have something to show you. It’s not far, but it is important for you both to see it.” He grabbed his staff and set off, ignoring their startled looks.

Jana ran into the hut and came back with a few pieces of dried meat, giving one to Grieve. “Who knows how this will take,” she whispered, before running after the old Druid.

Grieve thought he had explored pretty thoroughly, but the old man led them up a narrow track through trees that pressed together. Grieve forced his way through, getting scratched until Jana noticed.

“Wait,” she gestured, humming. The tree branches seemed to move away of their own accord, leaving a clear path for her brother. “It’s not all leaves and healing salves.”

“You will be a powerful Druid.” 

“Maybe, but we eat because of your skills, little brother.” Jana squeezed his arm before turning to catch up to Osric. 

They reached a small clearing, not far from the hut for the path had looped around. Osric had stopped, leaning on his staff and breathing heavily. The deep snow absorbed noise, so that the distant howl of wolves seemed like the only sound left in the world.

“This clearing was once not so peaceful,” he gestured. Behind him were two mounds of snow-covered earth, each had a stake. A tarnished helmet was on one, and a dented breastplate on the other.

“These are the graves of your parents, Maeve,” he gestured to the breastplate, “and Gareth,” he waved at the helmet. “Here they fought, and here they are buried. Together.” 

“I buried them both, though nine months separated the day of their deaths,” he said, rubbing a hand across his eyes. Jana rushed up, brushed snow off a log and urged him to sit. Osric saw the worried glance she gave Grieve and smiled at them both. Who knew how much more time he had left? Teaching magic drained him, and day by day he had grown older. Today his hair was a match for the snow, and his face had taken on an odd, burnished look, like a stone washed in the river, smooth and worn.

“You are both young, too young maybe to hear the story, but I may not get another chance.” Some of the trees of the clearing had branches blasted from them, one had deep gashes on its trunk. He pointed it out to his listeners.

“There is where Maeve found Gareth. She cut him down and made a funeral pyre, for him and the wolves that had fought by his side. I saw the smoke and found her, but the task nearly broke her. He died bravely, drawing the wrath of the demons away from his wife of one night.” He looked at the two children, their young faces grim. He decided he didn't need to say more of that night. He had dragged her down to his hut by sled, and for weeks she had hovered closer to death than anyone should. He had nursed her back to health, using all his magic to heal her terrible wounds. Wounds of battle and ravishment.

No, they could hear that later. They are too young yet. Although he doubted anyone was ever old enough to hear that tale.

“When your mother recovered, she swore oaths to hunt the demons down that had done this, and she did. The pack that had scourged the village all died, one by one at her hands. Even as you two grew inside her, she hunted.”

Osric paused, looking at them both cross-legged in the snow, listening to his grim tale. “In a sense, you all avenged Gareth.” They both sat up straighter, sharing a glance.

“On the night you were born it was the dark of the moon. Twenty-five years will pass before we see it again, and I believe that time will be of great importance, so mark it well. I tell you this story so that you may know the blood that runs in your veins is that of bravery.” 

“But you are our uncle,” Jana said, her voice a question.

“Yes, but I am not brave. I have made decisions that have been wrong, out of fear and cowardice, and misguided devotion. This is not the time to speak of me. Your parents fought and died, I merely lived.”

“But you are brave,” Jana protested. “You helped mother when no one else went out to look for her.”

“No, my only bravery has been living with my choices. But enough. If you knew more, you would not seek to defend me.” He glanced at the graves.

“Maeve killed demons with Jana strapped to her breast and got to the village in the dark of the moon to birth you, Grieve. She had been injured by an ice beast, and death travelled with her that night. Yet she fought death too for a space to save you Jana, and to let you be born, Grieve. In her last moments nothing was more important than you two.

The village has been safe these last twelve years through the efforts of your mother. The demons have had other things to do since and no one in the village has cared to find out what that might be.”

“Should we not be hunting them now?” Grieve asked.

“I am too old, and you are too young,” replied Osric. “That maybe a task for you in later years. Certainly, your mother thought so.”

Grieve jumped to his feet, exploring the small clearing. He reached a tree and stopped, looking up. “What’s this?” He pointed.

Osric got to his feet, helped by Jana, and went over to see what he had found. “Yes, that would be your mother’s sword. See the dead bark? Here she impaled a demon to the tree.” 

Grieve leapt in the air, grabbing the hilt of the broadsword. It didn’t move. It was a serviceable weapon. The haft wrapped in leather long since rotten, and the blade showed a few nicks and chips. A sword that had seen action.

“Well lad, when you can draw the sword from the tree, then it is yours.” He clapped Grieve on the shoulder, knowing Grieve would return here every day until that happened.

He turned, noticing Jana had found fresh flowers and woven them into a wreath with some pine branches and placed them on the graves. She brushed the flowers lightly with her fingers, murmuring. As they left the clearing the flowers bloomed, opening into a splash of colour against the snow.

Grieve cast one longing glance at the sword before leaving the clearing.

As they headed down through the woods, the wind howled, snow flurries blasting icy pellets into their faces. The children hurried ahead, while Osric paused, listening. It was as he feared.

The wind once more held the note of hunger.

The demons had returned.
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Chapter 3: Coming Of Age
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“A child will learn from harsh words. But what they learn will not be what was taught.”

The Wishsong of Winter.

Both Jana and Grieve stopped, Jana with her head to one side, frowning as she concentrated. Grieve had picked up a long branch he held like a club, and stood beside Jana, moving closer so they stood back-to-back.

“You two get to the hut, I will fight them,” he said, his eyes ice blue.

“And I will blast them,” Jana chimed in, her face determined.

“I am proud of you both, but two children against a hunting pack will not be a match, but a slaughter.”

“I am a man,” Grieve yelped, his voice cracking with strain, as he pulled up his sleeve. Against his white skin, the still red brand stood out clearly.

“I know Grieve, yet this is a job no one man could do. We must run while we still can. Come,” he said, already hurrying out of the woods, his long white hair flaring behind him.

Grieve pushed Jana ahead. “I will protect you if we are attacked from behind.” She nodded and gave him a fierce hug before running to keep up with Osric.

The old Druid led them not towards the hut as they had assumed, but higher and deeper into the mountains. The thin howling wind grew keener, the cold biting hard. Jana had thought she was used to the cold, but this wind was worse in some way she could not define, cutting deep inside her, like claws tearing into her warmth.

Osric glanced at her blue lips and shrugged off his cloak, “I will not need this soon,” he whispered, wrapping it around her. 

She glanced at him sharply.

“Yes, I have one more bit of magic left. You know what that means.” He gazed down at her young face and his heart contracted. He had failed them, just as he had failed everyone his whole life.

“No,” she said, clutching his wrist, her small fingers blue with cold. “We are still alive. There is always time for hope while life is still within us.”

“I never taught you that lesson, little one.”

“No, the hardest lessons are the ones without words.”

The wind howled once more. They were running now, ploughing through drifts of snow deeper than they were tall. Clinging desperately to Osric, they dragged themselves up higher and further. Snow pellets stung numbed faces, and wet leather clung cold then froze against tender skin. Grieve held Jana from behind, supporting her. 

Osric glanced back, checking on them, and noticed that the white streak in his hair seemed to be more prominent, showing against the black of his hair. His white skin even seemed to have a blueish gleam against the snow. The boy had his head tilted, listening. Osric grimaced. He could hear the hunger in the wind, and to him it keened a song of joy, fierce pleasure in death and pain, of the taste of warm blood. 

Then Osric felt Grieve supporting them, helping them both, and he relaxed. Now would not be the time of his awakening. He could only hope Grieve would have the strength of manhood, of the blood of his mother when the reckoning came.

“Nearly there,” he yelled above the wind.

Putting out his arms to stop them falling, they all staggered as the wind blasted. The top of the mountain ended abruptly, the cliff falling straight down into an abyss of blackness. Far below was a white line, a sparkle of ice and water. The opposite wall of the ravine was in the distance, far away, and as black as the depths of night. Jagged rocks were below them. Even as they teetered on the brink, rock shards speared down, plunging from the cliff and seeming to take forever to splash in the river far below.

“Once this river ran kindly through, bringing trade and food,” Osric shouted above the wind, He gripped his staff and straightened with an effort. “But the chasm in the earth opened in the mage wars altered the course of many rivers, breaking the very earth apart in its ill-advised attempt on nature. But now is not the time for a history lesson.” His voice was hoarse against the cold.

“How do we get down?” Jana exclaimed.

“There is a path,” he said. “Not easy, but it’s narrow, and we should be able to defend it. It opens further down, there is a cave. Head down to the cave.” He pointed, nudging her down. “Grieve, go and see if you can see anything along our back path. I need time to prepare.”

With the children gone, Osric sank to his knees and trying to hold his staff for strength. His fingers were dark brown and stiffened, the knuckles swollen. His body felt heavy and solid. He would have sent a prayer for strength but knew the Gods would not listen.

He knew what it meant. The time of stone was approaching. 

But not yet. He had one more bit of magic left to help the children. He focused, summoning all the energy and magic he possessed, sinking his thoughts deep into the granite under his feet. 

The wind had stopped for a little, and without the constant keening wail, he heard the shouts from below. He frowned. Grieve still had not returned. He heaved himself to his feet, grabbing his staff and ran down the path. Behind him Jana followed at a distance. 

“Send me to a safe cave, he says,” she muttered. “Not me. If mother can kill demons, so can I.”

She had a pouch of pebbles at her belt and a slingshot in her hand. 

There was a wild scream from below them.

Grieve. He was in danger. 

Jana kept out of sight, using the stunted, wind-bent trees on the side of the mountain as cover. 

Osric stormed ahead, then stopped in horror.

Grieve was on his feet, yelling defiance at the demons. They were all around him, glittering ice creatures of mind-blowing beauty and horror. All the colours of winter ice did they glow, blues and greens and violet. The sun shone on the snow, sparkling off demons and ice, blinding, bewildering.

But Grieve had one advantage over the demons. As fast as they were, he was faster and smaller. Ducking and weaving and avoiding blows from their spears of ice, he used his club to shatter a shin bone here, an ankle, a spear. Once they were on the ground he leapt forward, smashing his club down in a frenzy before spinning to face another.

A weird keening scream came from him, sounding like the demon’s own. In Grieve’s eyes was not a human lust for fighting, but an ice-cold fury, a cold berserker rage that recognised no friends, only enemies. Ice blue were his eyes, a feral scream his language.

But in the end, he was only a boy. Surrounded, he was swept from his feet, hanging upside down in the talons of a laughing demon, the sound like the shattering of crystal. 

Grieve struggled wildly and the demon casually cuffed his head. Blinking, Grieve saw double, two of Osric roared into the scene. A wavering shadow followed him.

“Put the boy down,” Osric roared, raising his staff high.

“Old man, old man, show us your puny magic. Come, we wish to feed, we are hungry,” chanted several demons, while others laughed. Ice beasts snarled and slavered, their teeth snapping at the dangling Grieve.

Stones began flying into the beasts, clipping muzzles, and sending them back. Osric turned quickly, Jana had her sling out and was pelting torment from fast aimed pebbles. 

Osric flicked a glance from one child to the other. He could save only one. He made his choice.

He stamped his staff in the ground and chanted. The waves of power spread not out, but down.

Into the earth, the source and current of his powers.

The ground shimmered, rippled. Trees on the slope quivered, avalanching snow from their branches. 

The ice demon holding Grieve shrieked a command and fled, but only a few demons were quick enough.

The rest were not. Ice beasts and demons fell shrieking into the chasm that opened before them. The air filled with a deep stench of wet earth and broken rock. Osric stamped his staff once more, and the earth juddered and snapped shut. A dirty line in the snow was the only thing that remained of a dozen demons and their ice beasts. 

Osric slumped, holding onto his staff, chanting, although now his voice was ragged. Jana crept beside him, holding him upright and tentatively placed her hand on the staff as well.

A new noted entered his chant, the freshness of youth, of the earth in springtime and the glory of growing things. From the ground tore a dense thicket of briars, their stems thick with thorns, growing tangling and impenetrable. Beyond them ran a fanged line of jagged rock, barring the path between them.

Breathing heavily, Osric glared at the demon holding Grieve. 

“He is ours now old man,” snarled the demon, flinging Grieve to the ground where he rolled limp and unmoving.

“Come girl, we must go. Good as it was, it won’t stop them. Soon I will be of no use to you.” Hurrying down the narrow cliff path it seemed to Jana the old Druid was changing, becoming smaller, shrunken, denser. His arm on her shoulders grew heavier with each step.

In the cave was a coracle, a small round boat made of treated curved wood and hides.

“Gareth made this for times of great danger. It was the last chance he said.” Osric gasped. 

“Osric,” Jana cried.

“You know what to do, take us to the World’s End,” the Druid said, his voice fading into a whispering sigh. “It is on you to continue this battle.” 

A swirl of brown dust enveloped him, obscuring his features, and he shrank down inside his clothes. The staff clattered on the floor.

Demon laughter echoed from far above and Jana flinched.

The life she had known was gone. She longed to see if her brother still lived, see if she could rescue him somehow. But she was an untrained girl, no match for a pack of demons. She scrabbled in Osric’s clothes, searching for what he had told her would be there.

In the pile was a warm rounded stone with a reddish tinge, the shade of Osric’s hair before it had whitened. She put it carefully in her waist pouch and picked up his staff.

Dragging the coracle to the side of the cliff, she peered over. The crashing river was a long way down. 

An ice spear thudded into the ground beside her, so close her arm tingled numb and cold from the impact. Above her the demons jeered at her, and she bit her lip. Now or never.

She grabbed the coracle and running fast down the path with it clutched to her chest, hurled herself off the edge of the crevasse. 

Down and down she flew, the cold wind tearing at her skin, her long brown hair whipping behind her. Another ice spear whizzed past, but she was long past any danger from the demons. She tried to feel her brother in her thoughts, but there was nothing. 

He was silent.

She tucked her knees under her, struggling to get all of her body within the coracle. Her aim had been true, she was over the white water and rushing towards the river. Rock walls and stunted trees flashed past her and then with a tremendous splash she hit the water.

Down and down into the ice cold, blocks of ice ramming into her. The pressure built up and up until she screamed for air, and then the coracle popped above the water, then coming down with a smashing crash into the water.

Faster and faster she sped down the river, hitting the sides of the canyon, sometimes managing to fend off the rocks with the staff. Down past the village level, down onto the gentle flats. Exhaustion claimed her, and Jana passed out.

She woke as the sun was setting, darkness closing in around her. The river was still running fast, ice melt and erosion turning it a mud brown. She was freezing, her clothes were soaked, and she took off Osric’s cloak and wrung out the water as best she could. Setting it on the frame edge of the small boat, she tried to make herself comfortable. She checked her belt. She had her seed pouch, the Osric stone, a small pouch of needles and thread, and her tinder box. She thought of trying a light, but she had nothing to burn. Blackness had settled around her, and the river noise of water sloshing, and the rocking motion was so outside the familiar that it took her some time to settle. She found a piece of dried meat in a pocket, and gnawing slowly to make it last, she snuggled under the soaked hide and hoped Grieve was safe. Wherever he was. Above her the stars passed slowly overhead, and the river rocked the small coracle until finally sleep overpowered her.
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The river flowed quieter as the day dragged on. She noticed some plants growing along the bank and steered closer to the bank and pulled a few of the
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