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The rattling gasps woke Gabriel from a fitful sleep, where he sat on a stool in the corner of the ward. The smell of death and smoke hung like a shroud over the sweltering hospital room, even with the windows flung wide and a circuitry-powered fan moving the stagnant air. 

Gabe blinked away the drowsiness and looked around, trying to find the source of the noise. Eight beds had been crammed into the room that had once held four. On each, a patient lay, the youngest a child of ten, the eldest in his seventies. It was that man who was gasping for air, back arched off the bed in a posture Gabriel had become far too familiar with, over the last month.

Getting to his feet was hard. Everything hurt, and his head was pounding. The stimulant drug that was keeping him from catching wasting fever had allowed for little sleep, even when he’d had the opportunity to lie down. Each step pressed against the blisters on his feet, but despite the discomfort, Gabe crossed the room as fast as he could. 

“I’m here. Let’s get you sitting, Tom. You’ll be able to breathe easier,” he said, reaching the bed. The old man grasped at his hand when Gabe offered it, staring up at him with wide, panic-filled eyes as his mouth opened and chest spasmed, with no sound but the wheezing escaping his blue-tinged lips. Gabriel knelt on the bed, using what leverage he could to pull Tom gently upward. The man let out a gurgled scream, limbs going rigid in pain. 

Head turned so his patient could not see it, Gabriel squeezed his eyes shut. He managed to keep his voice steady as he rubbed at Tom’s back. “Concentrate on each breath, my friend. I know you’re scared, but we’ll get through this. Breathe with me. In.... and out....”
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Gabriel walked to the Academy through the snow, each crunching footfall slow and tired. His bag was slung over his shoulder, and though it had been days since he had left Miriel, he just hadn’t found time to remove the medic patches from his coat. 

A carriage passed by, headed into town. Through the window, he saw students packed in like sardines with cases piled on their laps. The last boat to the mainland had to be leaving soon. 

With a sigh, he bent his head and continued to walk, his hope that he would catch Fedrik or Fay before they left for the holidays growing dimmer along with the setting of the sun. He should have saved up enough for the coach ride back to the Academy, but like all his fellow student medics, he had donated the substantial paycheck from Tirit Mindel to help the victims of the wasting fever outbreak. Gabe didn’t regret it yet, but he was sure he would when the day of Remembrance came and for the first time ever, he’d be alone. A last kiss from Fay would have certainly helped balm that pain.

The gates of the Academy were flung open, wrought iron dusted in snow. 

“Hey, Navarl, I didn’t realize you’d make it here the holidays. Didn’t you go straight home?” One of the Silverguard watching the gate said, waving at him.

“Need to get caught up on schoolwork,” Gabriel replied, trying and failing to conjure a smile. “Finals don’t stop just because plagues start.”

“True that. Glad to see you back safe. I’ll catch you later.”

With a last wave, Gabriel turned to the path. Coming in from the south the way he had, the Core Six dorms were clear across the grounds. He rounded the library and the temple, took the long way around the Silverguard barracks to avoid the mud near the training yard, and finally got to junior housing. 

Gabe nearly cried as his building came into view, a fire lighting the windows and candles flickering on the sill. The snow on the front steps had been swept away. As expected, no one was in their living room, but there was a pot of what smelled like mulled wine by the hearth so someone had to still be there, even if it was only Master Robin. 

After setting his pack down on the nearest chair, Gabe bent to remove his boots. The last thing he needed was a lecture about tracking mud into the house. That might be the straw that broke the thin veneer of alright that he had scraped together on the boat voyage back from Miriel. As he worked on the icy laces, he groaned, every muscle sore and in need of a hot shower. Should that come first, or dinner? The loud growl from his stomach answered that. Stopping for a minute to warm his hands by the fire on the way, Gabriel crossed over to his bedroom door. 

Huh...

Fedrik must have forgotten to make his bed before leaving. That was unlike him, but he did always get excited near the holidays. To keep his friend from getting in trouble with Robin, Gabe dropped his pack on his own bed, shrugged off his coat, and fixed Fedrik’s covers. As he did that, he noticed the suitcase that usually sat tucked between the bed and the dresser was still there. 

Gabe tilted his head to the side. Had he gotten the dates wrong? Fedrik should have left earlier, and Fay would have had to leave that morning at the latest to make it home in time to celebrate with Cornen and the Rebellion. Midwinter was their organization’s biggest and most important season, a time to help the families of those the Lirion had forgotten, and a time to recruit. She never missed one. 

“Gabriel,” Robin’s voice came from the doorway. “You’re back already? I thought you weren’t due until tomorrow morning. Welcome home.”

“Thank you, Master Robin. We had the wind with us, and made good time out of Miriel. Have the boats to Lirin already left?”

“Aye, they have. Were you hoping to make one?”

“Not this year,” Gabe replied, shoulder slumping. Even if he had wanted to go home with Fay, he couldn’t have afforded it. Since he was making some money of his own, he refused to let Cornen foot that bill again. The Rebellion needed the funds more than Gabriel needed to be in Hardor for a few days. Even so, his heart ached for it—for the smell of Mari’s baking and for late nights of playing Seven Rivers with his friends and Wilam, if he could get away from the Palace long enough.

“Well then, let me know your plans. The teachers and students who stay here over Midwinter tend to have a gathering of our own for Remembrance Day. You are welcome to join us,” his teacher said. 

Gabriel gave him a nod of thanks. “That sounds great. Do you mind if I lie down for a few hours? I’m exhausted.”

“Of course, of course. I’d like to hear of your time in Miriel, but only after you’ve had a chance to rest. Though I thought you’d want to see Miss Avilor and Mr. Tellen first.”

Gabe had gone back to making the bed, but his head snapped up at that. “Wait, they’re still here? But I thought you said the last boat to Lirin had already left?”

“Yes, it did, but neither of them was on it. Both chose to remain here for the holidays, hoping you would be back. I believe they are at the practice yards at present.”

Gabe was already squeezing past Robin toward the door by the end of that sentence. Before he could run out into the cold again, though, his teacher caught him by the back of his shirt. 

“Perhaps a shower, first, Mr. Navarl? Before you go running around my Academy with dirt smudges on your nose?” Then, with a twinkle in his eye, he added, “I am certain Miss Avilor would appreciate it as well”
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A hasty shower and change of clothes later, Gabriel raced toward the training yards as fast as the slushy snow permitted. He was still several turns away when he heard Fay’s voice ringing through the crisp air. 

“If you keep telegraphing your attacks before you make them, of course they’re going to kick our ass. Will you please stop smiling before you swing high? It’s basically the same as fucking shouting it. A five-year-old could predict what you’re about to do.” She sounded out of breath and quite cross.

“Says miss always-follows-a-side-step-with-a-faint. Learn it before you teach it, Avilor. And for the record, in what twisted reality would I be fighting a five-year-old?” Fedrik’s deeper voice countered. “Let’s go again, if you two are willing?”

“Actually,” Gabe said, stepping out from around the armory with a wide grin, “I think practice is done for the day.”

Fay and Fedrik were standing in the middle of one of the fighting rings, him with a practice sword and her with a stave. They were tied together at the waist, with about six feet between them. Two older students were catching their breaths across the muddy ring. Unlike Gabe’s friends, they were not bound to each other. Denzel Tirition, the weapons master, had originally forced Fay and Fedrik to fight tied together to get them to cooperate, but Gabriel suspected these days it was because they worked better as a team than on their own.

“Gabe!” Fay cried, swivelling around. Her staff dropped to the ground and she raced straight at him. 

“Woah there, Avilor. Oof!” Fedrik yelled, as she jerked him—still attached to her—right into the fence around the training yards, as she vaulted over it to throw herself into Gabriel’s arms.  

Gabe might have felt sympathy for his friend, but he was a bit too busy falling backward into the slush with an armful of curly red hair and exuberant energy on top of him. Not caring one bit that mud was soaking his freshly washed hair and seeping into his uniform, Gabriel squeezed Fay in the tightest hug he could manage and buried his face in her curls. 

“Hey there, beautiful,” he whispered. 

Her lips found his in a long overdue kiss, and the last month faded away in a rush of relief
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