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        Duty defined Jing Althus' life.

        Duty to Nthanda, his cousin. To the Ceelen who expected him to lead if Nthanda fell.

        Someone had targeted the Ceelen for destruction.

        Only one person could help Jing discover them: Iman Hogarth, conman, genius and the most beautiful man Jing had ever met.

        If Iman would help.

        Jing's only hope was to convince Iman that he was worth risking Iman's life.
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      This story is dedicated to the long, cold Montana winters I grew up with and all the people like my little brother who love them. I'm with Chisomo--I'll take the nice warm weather over all that snow.
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      Ice crystals bloomed in the air as Chisomo panted. Her nose ached. So did her fingers inside of the mittens that Uzoma had given her before this trek began. The heavy coat bundled around Chisomo had long since stopped seeming excessive. Now it seemed as thin as a summer's dress, made of gauze and bits of lace, not wool and down and cotton all carefully packaged together in layers. Even the thick wooly scarf decorated with heating charms around her neck did nothing to keep the cold from seeing ever deeper into Chisomo's body.

      She'd never faced such cold before. There was snow in the air, slowly drifting down like ash from a forest fire. Snow on the ground, enveloping her boots and creeping up her legs to her knees. Every step was like dragging herself forward when her youngest siblings giggled and clung to her ankles. But worse. So much worse.

      The trees, huge pines taller than anything Chisomo had seen outside of her grandfather's ancient garden, stood with their branches drooping down form the weight of the snow. There were other lumps around her, tall ones and short ones, that she thought must be bushes and smaller trees. It was impossible to tell though.

      Everything was blanketed under the snow. The entire world was white, slate gray and blue, icy and cold. Her teeth chattered as she struggled on in Uzoma's path, stepping where Uzoma did to try to lessen the exertion of this trek to hell.

      "Almost there," Uzoma called back to Chisomo. "The monastery is just up around the corner."

      "G-g-good."

      The one chattering word was all Chisomo could manage. Uzoma turned and frowned at her, then sighed and came back to take Chisomo's hand. She pulled, dragging Chisomo through the snow faster than Chisomo would have liked. But the monastery was just around the corner, tucked into a corner between looming pillars of white-covered pines and the bulk of the cliff that blocked Uzoma's valley from the rest of the world.

      A strange monastery. The roof was peaked, so high and sharp that it looked like the builders had merely leaned two paving tiles against each other and built underneath them. More snow covered that steep roof, making it as white as everything else. But the front face of the monastery was bright, painted in red and blue and yellow and green, all against a sun-greyed background of hewn logs as big around as Chisomo was tall.

      Snow had piled up in front of the door, blocking anyone from entering or exiting. Unless the door opening inwards? It must open inwards. How else were the monks to come out into the world? Not that Chisomo would have come outside if she'd been one of the monks. Too cold out here.

      The front doors had a chord braided from dyed twine that looked like a rainbow given physical form. When Uzoma tugged on it, a brassy chime echoed inside, audible even through the huge, heavy doors. Those stood at good ten feet tall and eight feet wide, two of them shut against the cold of the winter consuming the valley.

      "Won't be but a moment and you'll be inside, getting warm," Uzoma murmured. "The monks are very good about taking care of people who come up here."

      Chisomo nodded but the moment stretched to two, then three, and then to the point that Uzoma frowned at the door and ran the bell again. Harder this time, two sharp tugs of the rope.

      No one came.

      "Maybe they're busy?" Chisomo suggested and thank goodness her teeth weren't chattering anymore. She seemed to be getting used to the cold, finally, because she didn't ache with it. In fact, she almost felt warm. Tired, but warm. So very tired, really, but thank goodness the cold wasn't quite as bad in this spot.

      "Damn it, open the door!" Uzoma shouted. "We've got someone dying of the cold out here!"

      She hammered a fist into the door and then started as it creaked open an inch or so. Chisomo blinked and swayed and sighed because really, she'd much rather sit down and rest than deal with Uzoma in a rage. Uzoma shoved the door open and hauled Chisomo inside.

      Which felt as hot as her grandmother's forge. Chisomo gasped and stumbled, falling to her knees next to the door. Her vision blurred so badly that she couldn't tell if she knelt on carpet or hardwood or even stone. For some reason her eyelids didn't want to shut. It felt like her tears had frozen solid all over the surface of her eyes though the ice had to be melting.

      It had to. So very hot! She wheezed, vaguely aware of Uzoma shoving the door shut while cursing violently. For no reason that Chisomo could figure out.

      "So hot," Chisomo panted.

      Holding herself was too much effort so she curled up on the floor, hands tucked close to her chest though they felt oddly stiff. Everything was stiff.

      "No, it's too cold in here," Uzoma replied. "You're dying of cold, Chisomo. That's why it seems so warm to you. Come on. Up. We need to get to the kitchen, see what happened here. I don't see any monks at all."

      Chisomo whined as Uzoma dragged at her arm, hauling her upright and then dragging Chisomo, stumbling like a drunk, down the dark hallway to another room. That felt even hotter. Terrifyingly hot, not that Uzoma seemed bothered by it. She cursed as she kicked the door open, cursed as she kicked it shut again and kept on cursing at every deity of the world as she pushed Chisomo into a seat.

      At least her eyes had cleared enough that Chisomo could see.

      The kitchen was something of a marvel and something of a horror at the same time. It had a lofty ceiling with many thick beams made of round logs. Those had been stained dark by centuries of cooking. There were work tables against the far wall and a lovely huge fireplace and oven next to Chisomo. No fire roared in the fireplace.

      Odd. Given how hot it was she would have thought that it was roaring.

      That wasn't what made the kitchen horrifying though.

      No, it was the monks. They huddled together in bundles of three or four, leaning against each other silently. Silent forever. Not a one of them breathed. Their faces were blue, tiny ice crystals decorating their noses, eyelashes, mouths. Even their heavy wool robes, thick enough to keep anyone warm even in this weather, were covered with ice crystals.

      "It is cold here," Chisomo said as her mind caught up to reality. "I'm the one freezing to death."

      "Yes, you are," Uzoma said. "Damn it, I can't get the tinder to spark. Nothing I do will make a flame."

      Chisomo blinked and gestured. "Bring it here."

      Probably madness to attempt magic at this point but Chisomo would die if she didn't. Uzoma strode over, breath puffing in great clouds in the cold of the kitchen. So odd. Chisomo's breath made much smaller puffs. Because she was too cold? Or something else?

      Hard to tell. Either way, Chisomo held her hand, mitten removed to reveal fingernails gone blue, close to the torch Uzoma held. Fire. They needed fire. But she was tired and cold again.  How odd that she felt cold again. Except her palm. That didn't feel cold.

      It felt hot, as if she was…
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