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To my parents, Andrew and Julie McCallum,
who would have leapt over the Chasm for their girls.
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CHAPTER ONE

The cold is cruel, but it is not alive. It can consume you, extort you, and convince you to do unspeakable things. It can turn your enemies into body heat, and your friends into the coats you steal from their backs. The cold does not live, but there can be no ridding yourself of it.

Dawsyn smacks her gloved hands against the nearest trunk and wills her fingers to feel. Beneath her breath, she murmurs her mantra. On the days she neglects to, the cold feels like a creature.

The cold is not alive.

Stay the frost.

Watch the Chasm.

It is a hum that lives within her. A proverb even. First, it was just a lesson in childhood, but now it is a code that keeps her among the living in a place meant for the dead.

She lifts her ax from the snow. It swoops over her shoulder and then falls with sickening finality, splitting a log in two. And all the while the frost creeps in, finding pathways over the forest floor and into the breaches of her clothing. She hums to keep it at bay.

“The Drop! It comes!”

The voices reach her on the wind. At once, she whirls, sheathing her ax, abandoning her task. She runs, willing her feet not to be swallowed by the drifts. She emerges through the grove of pines. Around her dozens of feet hasten, running to the center of the village like insects to a carcass, where the Drop will fall.

Dawsyn looks skyward and sees it. White wings flap beneath the roiling cloud, a great wooden crate dangling from the talons below them.

She moves faster still, her boots spraying snow. She hears many footfalls behind her, clawing at her. Unless she is fast, there will be nothing left in that wooden crate to reap.

From above, the two-winged creatures drop their burden and she watches as it falls into their midst, wood splintering in an ungodly crunch. The crate gives way, spilling its contents onto the snow. And the people… they swarm.

Dawsyn reaches the broken mound mere moments after it lands but still, there are already too many ahead of her. People she will have to claw her way through. Only the swift and the strong get their share of the meager food, cloth and tools the dropped crate provides.

She climbs onto the back of a man hunched to collect some fallen fruit and launches herself into the fray. A stray elbow clips her jaw and she grunts in pain as she lands. Someone tries to grab the back of her coat and she kicks them away. Dawsyn snatches at the pitiful piece of flint she sees within a mess of limbs, only to have her wrist yanked by a withered hand. A feminine hand.

She does not think, does not look to see who. She shoves the owner with all the weight she carries. If they are frail, starved, or sick, it makes no odds. She will not cede to the weak.

The contents from the crate diminish to crumbs and brawls break out between the winners and losers. They always do. It’s not uncommon for death to follow the Drop. The Ledge does not reward the meek.

Dawsyn walks away from the emptied ruins, returning to the trees with only a piece of flint and a few scraps of cloth. No food, no other tools, but thankfully not nothing. She pockets them, slowly rubbing her swelling jaw and reclaims her ax from its place along her spine.

In her twenty-four years, Dawsyn muses, she’s spent twenty of them chopping wood. Her hands show the wear. It’s been an age since they blistered. Sometimes though, the cracks between the calluses open and bleed but she doesn’t feel them beneath the hide that covers her hands.

Not quite at the peak of their maturity, the trees she harvests are marked with a carved S. S for Sabar – her family name. Their branches are weighted with the ever-present snow. The pines in this particular grove were only planted a little under two decades ago. All the trees in this small wood are marked with various family signatures. Only two are marked with the S.

“S for supremacy,” her mother would joke. “S for survivors.”

Two trees for twelve months of warmth. She fought hard for these trees, this wood. When her neighbors on the Ledge came to commandeer them, Dawsyn swung her ax, spat foul words, threatened death and worse. The trees are hers – for now. Even in spite of the carved S, they will not be safe until they sit, chopped and stacked, by her home. So, she lifts the ax. She’ll keep chopping until every piece is truly hers.

The wind slices along her cheeks. It howls lowly through the neatly spaced trunks, disturbing the snow so that it drifts like ghosts along the forest floor. It hits her legs through her leathers like stones. The cold is not alive.

She swings the ax around and over her shoulder, letting gravity and the weight of her body pull it down, splitting the wood again, again, again. There is a rhythm here that brings her peace. The pain in her shoulder is familiar, if not a friend. The ax knows her hands and yields each time, obeying her command, hitting where directed. Again. Again.

While her body falls into a conversant pulse, her mind wanders. It wanders over her grandmother’s tales – some real but most not. It wanders to her mother and sister and the songs they would sing as they worked. She sings them now to stay the frost that creeps in through the soles of her boots.

There may only be two trees, but it is weeks of work for just one person – the only person remaining of the Sabar family. S for solitary. S for singular.

The pine takes more than an hour to haul back to her cabin atop a sled, but she pulls until her shoulders scream. It will not serve her, lying in the snow. Before she retreats inside from the cold, she takes the saplings from her pockets, the ones she carefully cut and saved.

Dawsyn takes a bent trowel to the ground, digging through the snowdrift to the frozen earth. She attacks it until the soil turns from gray to deep brown and lays one of the saplings down, covering its roots. She plants her remaining sapling another ten paces away and whispers a word of encouragement to it. She looks to the sky and prays that it yields wood and warmth one day, should she live so long.

There is food to prepare, but when she finally reaches the safety of her small cabin she collects her tools instead. Tonight, her body rejects the need to eat in favor of the call for woodcarving. She will turn one of the pieces of pine into a table. It will take several days in between her other chores, but she doesn’t mind. The skill to whittle a tree into any shape she pleases was given to her, like an heirloom, by her father. Like the wood chopping, there is a cadence to it, but it is softer. It flows rather than beats. It lets her mind travel again down the river of her memory to see her long-gone family. While the hearth can sparsely warm her body, her mind can. If there is nothing else she has learned in her lifetime, she has at least learned the best way to keep warm, and that is to dupe the mind. So she carves and chops, remembers and fights the frost, because sometimes, when the cold tells her to jump into fire, to submerge in boiling water, to bury herself in the bodies of the dead, she wants to listen.

But not today. Today, she stays the frost. The cold is not alive.
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CHAPTER TWO

It is dawn and Dawsyn did not submit to sleep.

She carved and carved until her calluses bled after all. Now, a small kitchen table occupies space, complete in her cabin. She goes to the hearth and collects the cast iron bowl that sits warming on the fire. Cringing, she dips her hands into it, the water hot but not scalding. She watches her stale blood swirl into cursive and sighs at the relief. With practiced fingers, she pulls out the splinters one by one. It is a ritual. She sings softly to herself, a small verse her grandmother favored.


Make your soul unto itself,

Break the bone and cure,

For when you lie within the mouth,

The cost will be no fewer.

Seal your eyes and sleep,

Still your lips, cease your breath;

Lie where sorrow dares not be,

Free from hands of death.



A morbid verse but better than the quiet. This cabin that is now hers was once too full and too loud and too much for her. But now, it isn’t enough. She has learned the might of silence. It is the prelude to fear. It is the absence of company. It is the moment before the monster takes you into his claws. She abhors it.

And how silent the Ledge is today. There are no voices to be heard beyond her door. Her home is a prison without need for high walls and chains. How meaningless those would be here. Dawsyn was born on this mountain, on the Ledge, so close to the sky that she has never glimpsed the ground.

The Ledge is nothing more than a precipice, a flat cropping upon the mountainside. The hostages who live there never leave, for the Ledge is perched against the edge of a great Chasm, dividing the mountain in two. A Chasm so deep, the bottom cannot be seen. Its edges are as deadly as its fall. Her friend Klaus once stooped to retrieve a fallen log and slipped several feet to the Chasm’s mouth… and in he went. Watch the Chasm. He hadn’t been all that close, but the edges are rimmed in ice and snare the feet of any who venture near.

The people of the Ledge say the Chasm is cursed.

Dawsyn says the people are cursed.

The villagers stay as far back from the Chasm as they can, which says little. Surrounding them is nothing but vertical mountain face. The obsidian rock is its own wall – unclimbable. The space remaining is a matter of a couple of hectares, enough for small groves of pine and fir trees. Enough for small game to survive. Enough for the villagers to build shelters out of the pine they harvest. A species once widespread, now confined to a pinprick on a map and stranded. And still, it is better than the alternative. Better trapped like rats here, on this icy shelf, than swallowed by the Chasm – or worse still… taken to the other side.

Dawsyn laces her boots again now and slides her still-damp gloves over her raw hands. She pulls a coat around her and carries the sled to the door and out. She retrieves her newly crafted table and drags it over the threshold. She’ll take it to a cabin a short way along the curve of the rock face, where it will be gratefully received.

Her feet are not swallowed by the snow here, so close to the Face – that unending wall of black rock that climbs into the clouds and beyond. The Ledge falls gradually away from it, slowly slanting down and then all at once, straight into that crack through the world, like a monster tilting a plate to its mouth.

In the warmer months, when the snow troubles itself to melt a little, the Face turns reflective. A frozen, glistening waterfall. A mirror of the Chasm’s depths. If this godforsaken mountain has a peak, Dawsyn has never seen it. Sometimes, she wonders how high they perch here on the Ledge. Halfway up? A third? Less? No one seems to know, and nothing ever falls from above but the snow and sleet. No tumbling rocks, no avalanches, no clues.

The season is still hostile, so the Face does not shine. The path she takes is empty – a rare luxury. It is the safest route between cabins, the farthest point from the Chasm and therefore the path most travelled. But the howling of the wind has warned the villagers away. Today is a day to be spent close to the burning log fires until the blizzard has come and gone. She was distracted. She didn’t listen for the wind before stepping outside.

Dawsyn swears through her knocking teeth. She drags the sled to the door of the next cabin and slams her fist against it once. The exertion of the short trip has torn at her lungs. Dawsyn sees eyes peep through slats of wood. The door is thrown open.

“What the fuck are you doing out here, Sabar?”

She scowls, though the shivering diminishes it. “I’m going on a picnic. Join me?”

“Get inside,” Hector groans. It is only then that he notices the table she’s hauling. “You made this?”

Dawsyn pushes past him in answer, practically clawing for his hearth. “You can fetch it yourself.”

He does, rolling the table on its side through his door and into the cabin, where he rights it again.

Dawsyn studies him as she pulls off her gloves. Hector looks a little thin – or thinner than normal, she supposes. There is not a soul on the Ledge who looks well-fed. His dirty-blond hair, crudely cut, hangs limp. Hector is Dawsyn’s age, give or take a year. This cabin is his as well as his mother’s, who is nowhere to be seen.

“Did your mother take ill?” she asks carefully.

It isn’t uncommon to find a family member here one day, gone the next.

“No, she is well enough,” Hector says, his hand running over the surface of the table. “She visited with the Roths’ last night and had to stay once the blizzard came. It was unexpected this time. I fear she might need to stay another day.” And indeed, he does seem to fear it. His eyes worry at their corners, flicking to the cabin door again and again.

Dawsyn knows he is not afraid for his mother’s well-being – she will be perfectly kept at the Roths’ – but there will be a price to pay for their hospitality, for the food the Roths will give her, for the heat she will absorb from their wood, and Hector has nothing with which to pay. He lost the claim on his pine to the known bastards of the Ledge, and he and his mother have been walking a thin line between starvation and exposure this last month. Hector had to burn their last table. Dawsyn suspects they will need to burn this new one, too.

“You can stop looking at me so pityingly,” he says to Dawsyn, sitting beside her by the hearth. “I made a deal with the Polsons. I’m giving them a quarter of our wood next season.”

A quarter? Too much. Yet she supposes he must trade it.

“And how much have they given you in return?”

“Enough.” He grimaces. “Thank you for the table. Mother will be relieved.” And there is genuine gratitude in the upturn of his lips, the blush rising along his neck.

He ladles steaming water into a mug for her as the blizzard worsens outside. They say no more. As children, they did little else but talk. Dawsyn supposes they have run out of things to say. Certainly, they have run out of the happy things. There is no lingering childhood wonder glossing their eyes. The time has long past since they could conjure curiosity in each other about what lay below them or towered above. For hours, they traded ideas like currency between them, imagining faeries that guarded the woods, witches that cast spells from their snow burrows. The well of imagination they drank from, debating the realms of the Chasm and the beasts on the other side, has long run dry. But here she is, stooped before his hearth, savoring its warmth, savoring his company. Whether he talks or not, he will fill the void of silence she has suffered in these past years. He will break the drought between touches.

When Hector looks to Dawsyn, he sees an ally, a person he knows and understands, better than any other on the Ledge. She is the type of friend who will haul a handcrafted table through the beginnings of a blizzard for him without demanding repayment. She is his friend, and he is hers, and friends are in short supply on the Ledge.

Lovers – even shorter, and neither Dawsyn nor Hector are immune to desire.

“You’ll need to stay tonight. The blizzard will carry you to the Chasm if you step outside now,” he says.

“I know.” Dawsyn nods.

“I suspect you planned it that way.”

And perhaps she did. Maybe in the loneliest hours of the night, while she carved, she was also plotting, but not consciously. Despite what company Hector might offer, no blizzard would be worth it. But the space between now and the last time she touched another human has been long, has left her starving.

They sit wordlessly for a few more moments while she drains her cup, then she stands and shucks off her boots and coat. Without further warning, she sinks into his lap.

He was expecting her, waiting for her. He grabs her waist and their lips collide.

Hector has never been one for stalling. His tongue slides along her bottom lip as his hands lift the hems of her layers. He pulls them up over her head and discards them, returning his hands to her body at once.

Dawsyn pulls at the drawstring of his pants, loosening them as his mouth sinks between her breasts. Now they are standing. Hector backs her onto his cot, pulling away the remaining clothes between them and then slides his body onto hers, pushing inside her.

Dawsyn and Hector have never known anything but the need for haste. Always, there is something they should be doing, someone who could interrupt at any moment. Today, as the snow and wind beat down their door, it’s not necessary to rush, but they still do. Their coupling is a product of need rather than real want or desire. It curbs the ache.

Hector pushes into the warmest depths of her over and over. He hisses at the feel of her walls wrapped around him, and races against her responding thrusts. Her hips lift to meet his, then give way to him. His lips slide along her neck and she moans, her pulse quickening, her belly heating. The spark in her core ignites. As his speed increases she becomes a flame, combusting suddenly, brightly, then extinguishes just as fast. There and then gone.

Hector follows soon after, groaning his pleasure into her neck, his hips stuttering with the force of his release. Together, they collapse.

There is no tenderness between them in the aftermath – there never is. No awkwardness either. Theirs is a dance well-rehearsed.

The bare length of Hector’s side runs along hers and their chests move in time. Soon, they will put on their clothes and act as though nothing more transpired between them than friendliness.

But today, there is little need to hurry.

He stares down the length of her, shoulder to hip to feet, and then to the ceiling. He seems… introspective.

“It is a year since Father was taken over the Chasm,” Hector says eventually, his voice trailing away at the end.

Dawsyn’s stomach shrivels. Of course. She should have realized. The first year is always the hardest. “I’m sorry,” she says.

Hector rises and collects his clothes. “It’s OK,” he mutters.

Dawsyn watches, wary.

“I wonder what a fool my father would think me, losing our pine to those morons.”

Those morons are the Levisons, a family of brothers, a pack of wild wolves. Hector told her of the day he’d lost his allotment of trees, of how the Levisons had held a knife to his throat and re-marked his pine with the Levison signature. Dawsyn wanted to go to their cabin and set it alight, but Hector wouldn’t agree to it.

“No, he wouldn’t think you a fool. Only a fool would give their life for a few trees,” Dawsyn says. She means it.

“And yet,” Hector starts, stoking the flames in the hearth, “here I am, relying on my neighbors for wood and furniture.” He looks forlornly around his cabin and then closes his eyes, unable to bear the sum of his life.

Disregarding her clothes, Dawsyn stands, her hands clenching. She goes to him. She strikes him hard in the chest. “Stop this. Pitying yourself will not save you!”

He does not respond. Dawsyn watches him stare into the flames, his eyes going filmy and then wet. A tear escapes, taking a short path into his stubble.

He reaches his arms out towards her. She accepts and they fold around her back, drawing her in. Her breasts press against his chest and his head sinks into her black hair. He begins to cry in earnest.

Someone looking in might think them lovers, the naked girl cradling a crying man. The truth is that they are just two shades of the same loneliness, friends in commonality, holding each other through the storm.

Dawsyn strokes his hair and keeps her other arm around his waist until the muffled sobs quieten, until Hector raises his head and scrubs a hand over his mottled face.

“I should dress,” Dawsyn says carefully, wiping the wetness from his cheek.

Hector only nods, but his eyes go vacant again and Dawsyn is sure he is still remembering his father on the day he was taken. Dawsyn knows well how the memory can turn into a ghost.

There are beasts over the Chasm. The very beasts in fact who herded the people onto the Ledge so many years before. Their gatekeepers. Their wardens. The masters of their fate.

The Glacians.

The great white-winged creatures drop provisions, meagre rations, onto the Ledge every so often, but that is not the only time they come.

The people of the Ledge call it the Selection Day. A morbid forced ceremony. A day of reckoning.

On the first day of each new season, the villagers gather before their various stoops and wait. They wait for the Glacians on the other side of the Chasm to come, to claim.

It is customary for the head of each household to wait several paces in front of their family, offering themselves in the place of the others. Every season, the villagers watch the skies for a handful of Glacians to soar over the trees, their veined wings outstretched and beating. They circle like a flock in the sky above, a frightening prelude, and then they swoop. The people will flinch but not seek shelter. There is nothing to be gained by cowering. The households that dare not present themselves never go unnoticed; the Glacians kick cabin doors in, crush roofs under their heels, and haul the inhabitants over the Chasm… every last one.

So, the villagers offer one and spare the rest. The Glacians will swoop. Their taloned feet will take a villager at random, piercing into their shoulders and hefting them into the sky. They will disappear into the clouds above and they will not return.

The general opinion of the villagers is that the selected are devoured. Whether they are actually consumed by the beasts or not has never been confirmed. Dawsyn has seen her neighbors crushed, dropped and clawed by the Glacians, but never bitten by one. Never made into a meal. She supposes, though, they must go to such lengths to capture and contain humans for one reason or another. They need humans – like a human needs to sow seeds, tend the crop, reap the harvest. The Glacians do not come to annihilate. They herded humans here, to their fields, and they come to garner the season’s cattle for slaughter.

Dawsyn remembers the day, two seasons ago, when a glistening white Glacian broke through the flock, spearing for the Face and Hector’s cabin before it. She remembers Hector’s father standing out in the open. She can hear the wails of many that rang out across the Ledge as talons purchased skin and curled around bone. But Hector’s father did not make a sound. His face crumpled in pain but before he could scream, he was gone. One moment there, and the next just a speck in the sky.

Before Hector’s father was taken, it had been more than ten years since his family had sacrificed a member. Hector and his mother both said it was to be expected, but they felt his loss like an infected wound. Dawsyn knows acutely that those wounds can go unnoticed, but slowly, slowly, it spreads, mutates, and then takes hold of its host when they are unsuspecting.

“The next Selection falls a week from today,” Hector says now.

He will take his father’s spot, ready to disappear into the sky to spare his mother.

And Dawsyn will stand once again as the head of her own household – the sole member – as she has done for the past seven years.

Last night, the thought struck her, as it does at the end of each season – this next Selection, will her luck run out? Seven years, fourteen Selections and she has survived each one, unscathed. Eventually, she assumes, her good fortune will come to an end.

“The offer still stands,” Hector tells her, breaking her reverie. “You can stand behind me, with our household.”

But she cannot. She cannot leave the Sabar cabin – the den of girls – and let Hector offer himself in her place.

She smiles at him. “If you want a wife, you could just ask me.”

Hector scowls at her. “If I did, I’d never know another day of peace.”

“Perhaps not.” She shrugs. “But at least you’d have someone to guard your trees. Whispers on the Ledge say you have trouble defending yours.”

Hector smirks. “You wound me.”

He goes to the food hold, collects two pears and passes one to her. It seems he reaped more from the Drop than she.

“You’d never marry me, Dawsyn. If I thought you would, I might ask after all, peace be damned. It would be better than knowing I’m leaving you alone over there, in your cabin.”

“You do not leave me alone,” Dawsyn says, biting into her pear. “I choose my solitude.”

“You know what I wonder?” Hector muses, his pear untouched. “I wonder if perhaps you wish for Selection.”

Dawsyn’s mouth stills. She thinks of the nights she cannot sleep, the days of labor that creep relentlessly toward each Selection, all weighted in dread. She thinks of the silence of her cabin and wonders, too, if perhaps she does wish for the wait to end.

Perhaps she is tired.

Perhaps there are worse things than death.

* * *

Dawsyn succumbs to sleep that afternoon, and the daylight outside is swept away by the squalls of frost. Hector and Dawsyn lie in separate cots, and she is comforted by the soft sounds of his breath – his little piece of companionship. Before her eyes close and her mind travels away, she thinks of those Glacian talons piercing through skin and wonders if the pain would be all that bad.
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CHAPTER THREE

The woman who raised her used to call the cabin “the den of girls”, the only one like it on the Ledge, where the hostilities do not end with the weather or the Chasm. They do not end with scarcity of food either. After those things are the threat of men and the lack of places for a woman to run. Dawsyn supposes that living the way they did – a household with only two women to protect it – they might have been an easy target. But her mother slept in her cot by the door each night, a sharpened carving knife beneath her pillow and the villagers all knew it. Some found out when their throats were pressed against it. Dawsyn does not know when, but eventually, the men stopped gracing their threshold.

A long time ago, there was a father, too. The man who built this cabin and kept them fed. Now, he lies somewhere at the bottom of the Chasm, heaped upon those that fell before him, buried beneath those after. He and another had brawled too closely to the lip. And just like that, his wife, Briar, was widowed with a baby in her womb.

Dawsyn remembers Briar stepping into their cabin, her belly preceding her.

“It took him,” she muttered to the room, to herself, to no one.

It took several moments for them to realize that she meant the Chasm.

“Is he truly gone?” Valma, Dawsyn’s grandmother, asked.

Briar’s knees hit the wooden floor and she nodded, but she did not break. Not then.

At night, Dawsyn would wake to the sounds of quiet sobs, but in daylight, the woman never faltered. A layer of steel blanketed their den of girls from that day onward and Briar raised her children, stayed the frost, watched the Chasm, and never let an intruder come farther than the stoop.

Dawsyn presses her pink hands to a dry cloth by the basin and turns to the cabin. Here, her younger sister, Maya, would run in circles, would shout rather than speak, her tumbling black hair a bird’s nest. Her grandmother would sit on her cot by the wall and mend the clothes, a pot of water over the fire always bubbling, a constant stream of warnings flying from her mouth to Maya’s unhearing ears. Eventually, Briar would ask Dawsyn to take her sister outside and let her run wild. How Dawsyn hated that chore. She was loath to lace up her boots and don her coat and step away from the warm hearth. Her sister would beg for games and run away when Dawsyn called for her. Frost would begin to collect in her eyebrows and she would curse Briar for sending her out with Maya day after day.

But just as the pine grew, so did Maya and Dawsyn, and the games grew tolerable, less exhausting. When Dawsyn was fifteen, her grandmother finally succumbed to the wretched cough that had plagued her for a year and four became three.

Even without their grandmother, the den of girls managed well in the years that followed. Briar protected Dawsyn and Maya, kept them warm, kept them fed. Miraculously, they survived each Selection, unscathed. Dawsyn supposes she had become complacent. Back then, in the sixteen years of her life, not once had her family been rendered smaller by the Glacians.

Their luck did not stay.

Upon the changing of seasons, the people of the Ledge bunched before their doors, the winds signaling the arrival of the hostile months ahead. Dawsyn held tight to Maya, the cloak she was cloistered in frayed and two sizes too big. It had been their grandmother’s. Ten paces in front of them was Briar, face to the sky, shoulders squared, her knife hidden along her spine.

“They might take her this time,” Maya said to Dawsyn, her voice low, scared.

“They won’t.”

“They might… I’m not a child. You don’t need to lie to me.” She scowled, eyes blinking away the small snow flurries.

Dawsyn said nothing at that.

“If she is selected, we have to fight it off.”

Dawsyn’s head whipped to her sister. “Do not be stupid. You’ll be killed.”

And she should have known. She should have known that Maya, who had never listened to a damned thing that was said, would not change her ways when it mattered.

The Glacians came.

They circled above, impervious to the squalls. A gust caught Dawsyn in the face before she could turn her cheek and her eyes shuttered, burning with the bite of frost. She felt Maya’s shoulder disappear under her hand. Her eyes snapped open to find her sister gone. Fighting the wind that tried to hurl her back into the curve of the Face, Maya was struggling through snow toward their mother. Dawsyn shouted, her voice stolen by the wind.

The Glacians descended.

Dawsyn lurched forward, frantic. Her boots sank into the snowdrifts, the powder collecting and weighting her down. She cried out again and again, her feet making little progress, the very sky howling in her ears.

Another howl, less familiar. Briar falling forward into the snow as Maya tumbled into her. The talons of a colossal, pale Glacian cut through Maya’s narrow shoulders. One last glimpse of her sister’s billowing black hair, her terror-stricken face, the blood already speckling her neck, and she had ascended into the sky. Gone.

Eight years gone.

Dawsyn awakens in her cabin to the sounds of Briar’s ghosted screams. The fever of the dream has left a coating of sweat along her skin. The lengths of her hair are slippery with the remnants of another restless night.

She sighs, then sits up on her cot. Most days, it is difficult to remember them. Sometimes, she forgets the details of her sister, but Dawsyn knows today won’t be one of those days.

The sun rises and fails to touch even the tallest branch tips. It is the first day of the new season, the fertile season. Warmer, though it will hardly be warm. The Ledge is an endless winter. The two seasons bring the difference between snow and slush, ice and sleet. But it at least marks the time passing. It brings some change to the landscape. It means she can survive the days without the constant stoking of fires. The hours won’t be the sum of wood burned.

Before anyone else, Dawsyn is out of her cabin, her boots against snow. Today, she does not follow the curve of the Face. She makes her way down the gradual slope of the Ledge, through the wooded grove. The light tries and fails to reach her shoulders. The chittering of small animals and birds ceases as she passes. Soon, she emerges on the other side.

There is the Chasm, a crack through the entire world. It spreads before her in either direction, a mere twenty feet away. The wind that urges her toward it is calm, a mere nudge, easy to resist. So different from the day her sister was selected, so similar to the day Briar left her.

Briar, of steel spine, who did not falter at the demise of her own mother or husband, swiftly fell apart without Maya.

Dawsyn has surmised that a heart can crack only so much before it shatters. Or perhaps it was the nature of the thing. Her husband was gone of a tragic accident, her mother to a bout of common lung sickness. But Maya took Briar’s place. A life only ten years lived should not be traded for a life forty years endured.

So, Briar crumbled. Her posture, once so straight, curled in on itself. She became a shadow that could chop wood, boil water and mend clothes but couldn’t speak, couldn’t laugh. For the first few months after Maya was selected, Briar would sleep for days on end and then not at all. And she stared. God, did she stare. What she saw, Dawsyn does not know. Whatever it was that she looked into, it made her face collapse again and again.

In the year that followed, Dawsyn watched Briar disappear by inches and despite it, she would look for signs that things were taking a turn for the better. A glimmer in Briar’s eyes meant that tomorrow would be easier. A night’s sleep without wakening to howls meant that the tide was turning. Small smiles meant that Briar was finally beginning to forgive herself.

And then a morning came where Briar was the one to wake Dawsyn, just like she used to. A Selection Day, no less. There was tea already waiting for them to drink. The fire had been rekindled and stoked. Briar, once so beautiful, turned her drawn, lined face to the window.

“It is calm today,” she said to Dawsyn. “I thought we might walk together.”

Dawsyn bundled herself and followed Briar into the weak sunlight and she wondered if today was the day that she – the leader of the den – would return to her.

They walked through the woods and out the other side, hand in hand, and when Dawsyn spat a cursed insult about the Glacians, Briar threw her head back and laughed.

“You are so much more than I am, my love,” she told her and kissed her hand.

They sat before the edge of the ice, just as Dawsyn has done on every Selection Day since. Briar told Dawsyn stories about her grandmother. She told tales of her childhood, and finally, she spoke of Maya.

“She never listened,” Briar whispered, her eyes turning distant.

“No, she didn’t.”

Briar gave her head a little shake and then smiled at Dawsyn. “You, on the other hand, are a survivor, my love. Over and over, you’ve shown me strengths I’ve never had. You’ll continue to do so. I’ve never doubted it.”

Dawsyn frowned. “I have an excellent tutor.”

Briar chuckled again. “I am not so sure.”

“You did the best you could.”

Briar’s smile turned sad. “I am not sure of that either. But I know that I love you and I loved your sister. In that, I did not fail at least.” Her face turned to the Chasm and she closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “I miss them… and I am tired.”

Dawsyn nodded. She knew the feeling well, and when she looked at Briar, she thought she’d never seen a woman more weary.

Briar’s hand ruffled Dawsyn’s hair. Her cracked lips pressed against her forehead once and then twice. “You’ll do better,” Briar told her, her voice serene. “The cold is not alive, but you are.”

Dawsyn met Briar’s eyes and watched them shutter. The hand against her cheek fell away, and then Briar lurched forward.

Her back against the ice, she slid down, down and over the lip. The momentum suspended her for a moment in time, where her hair splayed midair, her arms windmilled.

And then she was gone. Just like the others.

And Dawsyn was all that remained.


[image: images]

CHAPTER FOUR

One more step and Dawsyn’s heels will hit ice and she will slide down into that gaping black mouth.

The beginning of each season brings her here, to the edge of the Chasm, where she can see the Glacian kingdom on the other side – Glacia, they call it. If one braves the edge of the Chasm, as Dawsyn does now, they’ll see the spires and turrets of the castle, and the peaks of the smaller buildings that lie in its shadows. The land is no more forgiving there, but the slopes beyond Glacia give way to forests, valleys, and everything else. While those on the Ledge must stay within their confines, Glacia beholds the world below it. But it seems they do not leave their kingdom in the snow. The Glacians thrive in the cold. They bear no interest in seeking warmer terrains, it would appear.

The people on the Ledge tell and retell the stories of the attacks, the ones that brought them here in the first place. Down in the valley, where the villagers had once lived, their homes were burned to the ground, easily crushed by the weight of the mighty Glacian hordes. The people were slaughtered or captured, shoved up the mountain and further, then flown across the Chasm by the wings of the Glacian beasts. There, they were dumped into the snow and ice of this shelf where they remain. The Glacians only need two things to survive – the cold and humans.

If only humans needed so little. If they did not need so much nourishment so regularly, living would be simple. Dawsyn plays this game often. She imagines the changes one detail would make to her existence. If she did not need to be warm… if her skin were iron… if fire needed no wood… if they had only won the battle all those years ago… if they could get off this fucking mountain.

Childish musings – and unhelpful ones at that. There is no way around the Chasm and no way over it. No way to escape to the world below that won’t kill you first. Born on the Ledge, Dawsyn does not know the world on the ground, but her grandmother wove tales of green brush and wide-open spaces, earth that gave way to your palm, where the blizzards eventually yielded to months of warmth. Dawsyn was not born to know it or touch it. She was born to stay the frost, to mind the Chasm.

She watches the misting outlines of Glacia and prepares for the day she will eventually be taken there. Each time, she wonders if she shouldn’t just follow her mother onto the ice and let it carry her to a quicker demise. It would be better than freezing to death, kinder than starving, less painful than being devoured.

She won’t do it, though. Whether it is fear, stupidity, or stubbornness, she is not sure. Instead, she sends a prayer down into that abyss for her parents. Then she releases one into the sky for her sister and grandmother. She turns from the Glacian landscape, minds the Chasm and meets the forest line again.

The sound of crunching snow beneath a boot reaches her. A soft laugh.

It is not the sound of Hector – warm and tired. It is the sound of danger ahead, the sound that precedes a threat.

From beneath the cover of shadows, a man steps onto the path. “Sabar?” he says, licking his lips like a wolf. “What a peculiar place to find a lonely girl.” He looks meaningfully over her shoulder to the Chasm. “Or perhaps not so unusual. Not for your family anyhow.”

“Something you need, Redmond?” she sighs.

“There’s lots I need. Not much you can give, girl.” He smirks.

Josiah Redmond, short and wiry, with shoulders wide enough to fill the space between trunks. They still do nothing to offset the mass of his great ears or the length of his bent nose. A red-tinged beard reaches his chest, which peacocks outward. What teeth remain in his hateful, old mouth are broken – a result of near-constant brawling. Even Briar could lay claim to a couple of those gaps.

“There’s just the one thing you could offer me,” he says.

Dawsyn’s head tilts to the side. “I do not really believe you intend to wait on my offer, but if you do, you’ll be waiting a long while.”

“Come now.” Redmond sniggers and steps toward her. “Don’t act chaste with me. I see your comings and goings with Hector.”

One of Dawsyn’s hands curls behind her back. With the other, she scrubs her face, irritation flaring. Always the same with these men, like animals in a cage. When they come in heat, they head-butt and rampage like bulls, not a drop of blood saved for their brains in favor of their balls.

Today is not a day to find her charitable.

“The last time you tried to steal away my virtue, you came off second best, Redmond. Are you sure you want to try again?”

From his hip, he pulls a filleting knife. He shrugs, eyes locking on to hers. “It’s Selection Day, Sabar. Our last day on this fucking rock should be spent chasing our favorite pursuits. Who knows what dusk will bring?”

So be it.

She braces, watching Redmond start to circle. He is a predictable fighter, always favoring the sides and back, like a coward.

“I took your mother once. Did she tell you that? Such a beauty she was. She was either kind enough or whore enough to offer her body to me.” He smiles.

Another juvenile tactic – angering her into a mistake.

He is almost around her now and she hasn’t taken a step. She can make out his position by the sounds of his boots, the smell of him. She lets him step closer, waiting, and when he lunges, she moves.

Her hand at her back reveals her hatchet ax. She bends forward as Redmond’s arm thrusts outward, intending to encase her neck. Her leg moves back beside his body and she swings around, the butt of her ax colliding hard with his temple. He goes down.

Groaning, half-conscious, Redmond strains drunkenly for his knife, where it fell from his grasp, a foot away.

“I’m embarrassed for you,” Dawsyn mutters, spitting into the snow.

She takes a step to retrieve the knife and bends down, close to Redmond’s face. She watches his eyes open and shut blearily and holds the knife to one of them. The silver tip aligns with his pupil.

Instantly, he sobers. His lips tremble.

“If it wasn’t for that rude remark about my mother, I could have let this go,” she tells him, her words fair.

“Please,” he mumbles. “Please.”

Dawsyn rolls her eyes. “Why do men only use their manners when there’s a knife to their eye? You weren’t such a gentleman a minute ago.”

His eyes crumple in fear before shutting altogether. His jaw goes slack and he faints. How typical.

Dawsyn supposes she could leave him this way, let him waken later with a thumping head and frostbite.

She cannot.

“You fucking coward.” She stands, pockets the knife, and returns the ax to the strap against her spine. She places a boot against his side and shunts him until he rolls. She does it again and again until he hits the ice and watches, with no small amount of pleasure, as his body slips away, gliding down into that great yawning mouth of the world.

What does it mean that she does not cry or collapse? That she feels sated instead of remorseful? She does not crave killing, never seeks it, but it tends to find her. Briar taught her to always take life when it threatened hers.

Dawsyn isn’t certain this is what she meant.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Selection will come at dusk – a cruelty. A day she and the villagers must spend lingering, making the most of their time but not delighting in it. It always slides away in unpredictable patterns. The morning crawls and then suddenly, the light dims, the shadows lengthen, and the time comes.

Dawsyn spends it doing very little and it does not serve her. Each time, she finds herself almost wishing for the eleventh hour. Before it comes, she hides a weapon along her thigh. Her ax, sharpened and oiled, is secured to the strap against her back, the heel of its blade resting on her scapula. Briar and her grandmother, Valma, favored knives, but Dawsyn favors something more familiar, if less practical.

As the light fades from the Ledge, Dawsyn and all the others leave their cabins. Her boots sink into the snow as she pulls them to a spot she loathes – the head of a family long gone. She takes a shuddering breath, the icy air stinging the back of her throat. Looking to her side, her eyes track the path of the Face to Hector’s cabin, where he stands ahead of his mother. He raises a hand in a small gesture and she nods back, swallowing hard. Then she turns her eyes to the sky.

The granite clouds swirl in slow whorls, at home here on their mountain. As the beating of her heart quickens, so, too, does the mist. She isn’t fool enough to pretend not to fear what’s coming. Fear, however, will not help her if she is selected, so she straightens her spine, shakes her hands and waits.

A disturbance appears in the blanket of cloud, the whorls skittering.

The Ledge holds a collective breath. Whose last will it be?

The first Glacian comes, gliding into a slow arc. A female, with pale skin and imposing mass. Her wings, skeletal and transparent, span the length of a cabin. Her hair whips in the wind, ashen gray – the same color as the other five who swiftly follow her through the cloud. They drift together now in a wide circle above the Ledge, eyeing their prey, vultures stalking a carcass. She realizes how those creatures must see her, waiting below. A thing as good as dead.

Dawsyn begins to count. How many circles will they make before they descend to take their share? Or will they rampage first? Is there someone who neglected to show before their cabin?

On the sixth circle, the female’s eyes stop searching. She has locked onto her prey. A speck upon the mountain top, free for the taking.

Dawsyn stares back at her. She watches the Glacian’s lips pull back over her teeth, eyes alight with challenge. At once, she swoops and the others follow. Their wings tucked close to their sides, they fall to the earth.

Dawsyn knows she’ll be taken before the Glacian reaches her.

She sees the female’s taloned feet
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