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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Coming Winter

          

        

      

    

    
      I have never seen snow fall.

      This is a reality I take into consideration as from the skies the first touch of winter descends. Cascading, effortlessly, as if they are blessings in disguise, the snowflakes that fall from the heavens are thick and palpable and melt instantly on skin that has just experienced the thrill of battle.

      The battle, I surmise, that just secured our people’s future.

      As before me the dark god’s body bleeds out, pumping its noxious lifeblood into the ground, I turn my head to regard the people around me and find that most of them are also spellbound by the sight before us.

      “Winter,” I say, as if tasting the word upon my tongue.

      “We expected it would come,” Logath says, “though we did not expect it so soon.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” Everdawn says. “Winter only comes every few years.”

      “Few years?” I ask and frown.

      I have never known a winter upon Earthwalker Eula’s back. For this, it could be said that I am immune to its principles, its knowledge, and its experiences. I’d heard—once upon a time, in a land so far away—that Antuan winters were harsh and cold, feral and unforgiving.

      Would winter in the Dudak Wastes be the same?

      I do not know, nor can I dwell on it. My adrenaline is crashing and, with it, my ability to withstand the pain.

      “Are you all right?” Neverwind asks.

      “It”—I start, glancing down at my arm—“hurts.”

      Logath is quick to draw near. Carefully, he takes hold of my elbow, extends my arm to its full extension, then leans forward to consider the state of my skin. He then says, “You’ll likely scar, but you shouldn’t succumb.”

      “Shouldn’t?” I ask.

      Everdawn steps up beside Logath and uncorks his water skin. He then—slowly, and with effort I know is meant to be gentle—begins to pour water over my flesh.

      Never could I have imagined water causing such immense pain. Needling at my conscience, and causing my mind to alight with agony, I am able to keep from screaming by gritting my teeth and bear the excruciating burning sensation that cycles through my body, my mind, my soul.

      When he finally finishes, much of the initial sting is gone. In its wake remains a dull yet hot ache that I imagine will persist for hours.

      “We should go,” Vocalli says as her brother, Adriak, signs something to her. “We do not know if these lands are safe.”

      “Besides,” Logath adds, “we do not know if winter will fall swiftly upon the mountain.”

      I turn my head first to look at the jagged peak, then to regard the disgraced god’s corpse. “What about…” I pause. “It?”

      “Let the birds and rats deal with it. They’ll need a warm meal before the night is up.”

      “You don’t… want proof?” I ask.

      “Of what?” Logath replies.

      “That we killed it?”

      “It’s practically branded into your flesh. I’d say that’s proof enough.”

      “Yeah,” I say and sigh. “I… I guess.”

      Latarya draws forward to press a hand against my back. “We should go. They’ll be expecting us back sooner rather than later.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I say, careful to draw my arm up against my chest.

      As we turn, and as we begin to make our way from the heights of the Forefather’s Mountain, I feel, through all the pain and exhaustion of the day, that we have done something monumental.

      I can only hope, and pray, that those Mahyabhar who remain will scatter into their godless night.

      

      The snow continues to fall as we make our way along the mountainous pass. Growing colder by the moment, and unsure whether or not we will make it in time before the winds begin to become even more fierce, we keep a quick pace and a careful watch on our surroundings—knowing that the further time goes on, the more likely we are to encounter something wild in these woods.

      “Don’t fret,” Logath says from his place at the head of the party, whereat he lifts his head to sniff the air. “We are almost there.”

      A long, weary sigh escapes me.

      Latarya—who’s marched beside me this whole time in silence—turns her head to look at me and asks, “Are you well?”

      “As well as I can be, all things considering,” I say before taking a quick look down at my arm.

      The skin is still inflamed—as angry as flesh could ever be—and any slight movement of my elbow causes the pain reactions in my skull to burst into life.

      The Elven woman nods and pats my back a few times before saying, “Don’t worry. We will rest soon.”

      All I can do, in response to her statement, is frown.

      Thankfully, Latarya does not say anything. Rather, she lifts her head to consider our surroundings, then takes a few steps forward to allow me the peace I need to focus on moving rather than on my pain.

      As we come along the curve in the path, whereupon the woodlands taper out to allow for the swell of mountain to rise from the earth, I offer a brief sigh of thanks.

      Then I see it—there, in the distance: the cave.

      Logath lifts his fingers to his mouth. Whistles. Then signals for us to wait.

      A few moments later, the same Kakadar who had greeted us earlier in the day draws from the mouth of the cave. “Logath,” he says. “Everdawn. You’ve returned.”

      “That we have,” Everdawn says.

      “Did you… succeed?” the bull asks.

      “Yes, my friend. We did.”

      “But who?”

      The crowd turns to look first at Adriak, then at me.

      It is Vocalli who speaks first.

      “It was Bryce’s bravery that allowed my brother the opportunity to make the killing shot,” the Brightwing twin says. “Had she not jumped on the beast and distracted him… I fear that we might not have made it.”

      “It was your brother who saved us,” I reply through chattering teeth. “I was just the one dumb enough to jump on its back.”

      “You were injured,” the hunter says, drawing forward.

      I nod. “Yes. I… I was.”

      “Come. We’ve salve in our packs that should help dull your pain. And besides…” He lifts his head to look at the horizon. “We may soon have a storm upon us.”

      

      We are weary by the time we seat ourselves in the cave. Spent physically, taxed emotionally, and exhausted mentally, I seat myself at the far edge of the tunnel and look out at the horizon as it changes color from bright blue to a shade of slate gray.

      “Here,” the hunter who’d greeted us says before kneeling at my side. “This should help your pain.”

      “What is it?” I ask, taking extra care to watch as the Kakadar withdraws a single tube from his satchel.

      “A salve—made special from the aloe plant that grows in the gorge.”

      “Al… oe?” I frown.

      “To us, it means peace. From burning agony.”

      “Oh… kay,” I say and nod before extending my arm.

      The bull’s weathered hands are gentle as he applies the salve to my burned flesh. It’s crisp like cool waters, and utterly soothing, and I sigh as he liberally spreads the plant matter to my flesh and close my eyes as the aching flame that I’ve experienced for the past several hours slowly dissipates. The pain is not completely gone, but no longer is it raging as if I have been stung by ten thousand bees.

      All I can say, as he caps the tube of salve, is, “Thank you.”

      “You are most welcome, Great Lamb.”

      I watch him retreat to the far side of the cave, near where Everdawn rests with his father, his head down, his eyes closed. The smell of blood is still in the air, but Latarya has worked to implement what little knowledge of healing she knows to help ease Doomalar’s discomfort.

      “Do you know how long it will take for them to bring help?” I ask.

      Doomalar’s eyes flick toward me. It is here that he coughs and says, “Perhaps by dark—that is, if snow does not fall.”

      “Are we safe here?” Vocalli asks.

      “We are safe as can be, Sky Elf.”

      “I don’t mean from monsters or mayhem, Sir Doomalar. I mean from element.”

      “It will be cold, but we will survive, as we always do.”

      Though I struggle not to tremble, I find myself doing just that.

      To think that we may have to brave these elements overnight is more than unsettling. It’s upsetting.

      Kira, I think as exhaustion begins to take hold of me—as the weight of the day begins to settle in. Please… protect us.

      Then I slip into dream…

      

      …only to be awakened what seems like mere moments later by the sound of footsteps echoing along the path outside.

      At first, I panic, thinking that the Mahyabhar have come to finish us off. My mind races. My pulse pounds. I lift my head to face the mouth of the cave and am just about to stand. That is when I realize the sounds are coming from the west—from which only the Kakadar could come—and find my muscles slowly loosening in response.

      A short moment later, four Kakadarian men and a single human man draw into the cave. All are shivering, and all are covered in furs.

      “Jude,” Latarya says, rising from her place on the floor. “You came.”

      “You wouldn’t catch me leaving someone to die if I could help prevent it,” the young, brown-haired man says, stepping up to Latarya and taking hold of her hand. “Sister… you’re injured.”

      “I’m fine,” Latarya replies, grimacing as her brother extends a hand toward her cut collarbone. “It’s the bull you have to worry about.”

      Jude frowns but doesn’t move to argue with his sister. Rather, he turns to face Everdawn and asks, “May I?”

      Everdawn reluctantly moves away from his father.

      The man named Jude crouches down and leans forward. “By Kira,” he says.

      “What?” Everdawn asks, his thick brows lowering. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “A few more inches and your father could’ve bled to death.”

      I move to stand beside Everdawn as the healer withdraws a large needle and several thick strands of wooly cattle fur, which the healers atop the Earthwalkers’ backs have used to mend wounds for generations. “I must warn you,” he states, “that this will hurt even with the numbing agent I will use.”

      “Just do it,” Doomalar replies.

      I watch, with hesitation in my heart, as the healer applies salve not unlike that which the hunter used on me, then as he waits several long moments for it to react within the wound.

      Come time the actual stitching begins, I can’t help but turn my head away.

      “Do not be afraid for me,” Doomalar states through gritted teeth. “I have bore worse.”

      “I imagine most warriors have,” I reply but grimace as the big bull grunts.

      Everdawn sighs and settles onto the ground. “Keep me company?” he asks.

      I seat myself on the floor beside him and turn my head to look out at the mouth of the cave—only to find that the sky, once gray, is brightening, though not with color, but white light.

      “Does the snow always make the sky so bright?” I ask, turning my head to look at Everdawn, who is struggling not to watch the healer tend to his father’s injuries.

      “It does,” Everdawn replies. “The Elders have said in the past that it is because the clouds become so pregnant with ice that they change color in anticipation of them birthing the winter.”

      “I’ve never seen snow,” I offer. “At least… I hadn’t until today.”

      “Many things are changing in our world,” Everdawn says. “I feel it is a sign of things to come.”

      “A good sign?” I ask, hope in my whispered voice.

      All Everdawn can do is smile. “Yes, Bryce. I believe it is a good sign.”

      And so we sit and watch the snow fall.

      

      Jude is quick to agree to remaining in the cave tonight.  This, he states, is not only necessary to ensure that Doomalar’s wound begins to mend, but to ensure our safety in the coming dark.

      It is best that we stay here, he states, if only because we do not know what is outside.

      With that said, we settle in for a long and cold night.

      At first, I do not believe that it could grow much colder, as nestled within the depths of the cave with nearly a dozen people it seems as though no chill can disturb us. However—the more darkness encroaches upon the land, the more the temperature drops. The chill quickly saps the warmth from our skin, causing the discomfort to settle into our muscle, our meat, our bones.

      It is, without a doubt, one of the worst things I have ever experienced.

      At least you’re sheltered, a part of me says.

      I can only imagine how the people in the Wastes are faring.

      Fire can only stave off the cold so much, I think and sigh.

      I can’t help but consider Peter—who, with his battered side, is likely standing out in the cold—nor can I forget Katelyn and her mother or even my Elven friends, who are enduring what is undoubtedly a vicious night.

      A part of me wants to cry. Another, however, knows that I cannot. We’d done what we’d set out to do. For that, it could be said, we are heroes.

      I am just about to close my eyes and try to succumb to sleep once more when I see something appear at the mouth of the cave.

      At first, I believe I am seeing things.

      Then, slowly, it dawns on me.

      I am not simply seeing things.

      No.

      Someone—or, more appropriately, something—had drawn into the mouth of the cave.

      “Everdawn,” I say, clearing my throat with a quick huff. “Logath.”

      “What?” Everdawn asks.

      “There’s something in the cave.”

      The Kakadarian men are up instantly—drawing weapons, nocking arrows to bows, setting their eyes up the cave.

      “Someone light a torch,” Neverwind says.

      Vocalli sparks to life a single match, then ignites a torch.

      It is only when she passes it to Neverwind that I see the true face of the intruder.

      Mahyabhar, I think.

      The white bone of its hooded face catches the light so starkly that it immediately inspires dread within my body. Scared, now, more than ever, that we may have been purposely lured into a trap, I push myself to my feet, then stand and draw my sword.

      The creature can only say: “It is cold.”

      “You need to leave,” Everdawn says, narrowing his eyes at the creatures whom, until recently, were more than intent on causing us harm. “Now.”

      “It is cold,” it says again.

      “I don’t care if it’s cold,” the Kakadarian youth replies. “I said leave. Now.”

      “It is cold,” it says once more.

      It is cold, I think and frown.

      Why does it keep saying that? And just that?

      I keep my sword held firmly before me as the creature’s robes shuffle about its figure, casting diamonds of snow from the furs about its body. Its eyes—if I can even call them eyes—appear lost, as if the eerie glaze that I have seen over them is deeper than it has been before. What’s worse is that it appears…

      Harmless?

      The word strikes me with enough force to jar me. I instinctively grind my teeth in response.

      Grunting, Doomalar settles his gaze on the Mahyabhar and says, “Don’t bother trying to reason with it. It has succumbed.”

      “To what?” Logath asks.

      “Its madness.”

      “It is cold,” the Mahyabhar says.

      Everdawn draws his bowstring back.

      The creature turns its head to regard him. Moves its mouth. Wheezes.

      Then, before any of us can respond, it turns, departs from the cave, and disappears into the snowstorm.

      A bead of unease swims down my spine as I consider everything that has just happened.

      “Are we… safe?” I manage to ask.

      “No,” Doomalar says. “We are not.”

      All I can hear, in the back of my mind, are the three words that is has spoken:

      It is cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Homecoming

          

        

      

    

    
      We are arrested by the night’s cruel prophecy and forced to remain within the cave until the early hours of the morning. Thankfully, there are no more Mahyabhar to be seen.

      By the time Jude rises to tend to Doomalar’s wounds, most of us are awake and ready to leave. Me included.

      “Well?” Everdawn asks, crossing his thick arms over his meaty chest. “Can we leave?”

      “I believe so,” the young healer says. “He will have to be carried down, but that is what the stretcher is for.”

      “It will hold me?” Doomalar asks.

      “It will, sir. I promise.”

      The Kakadar go to work arranging the tough hide between two thick branches, while Neverwind and I stand at the ready, our gazes alternating between the activities taking place in the cave and those outside of it. Thankfully, the snow has stopped falling, and the sky is clear of any abnormalities within it.

      Neverwind is the first to speak to me this morning, by asking, “Are you well?”

      “Am I?” I ask and frown as he narrows his gaze at me. I press my right hand to my chest, as if beckoning a confirmation, and wait for him to nod before adding, “Yes. I… I think I am.”

      “I know you were unsettled by the night’s events.”

      “I think we all were,” I offer in kind.

      To this, the Sky Elf says nothing. Rather, he turns his red-haired head to look at our fellow Kakadar, only to sigh and say, “We were fortunate there was only one.”

      “You don’t think—” I start to say.

      Neverwind turns his gaze back to me, cutting me off before I can finish. “I do not truly know. All I know is that its lack of action showed one of two things: madness or surrender.”

      “And you don’t think it was surrendering,” I reply.

      The Elf shakes his head. “No. I don’t.”

      “Careful with him,” Jude says as Everdawn and Logath work to lift Doomalar from the ground. “Lift from the buttocks and around the shoulders.”

      The old hunter grunts as his son and his friend lift him from the ground and transport him atop the hefty stretcher.

      “Now,” Jude continues, “lift it slowly to test its strength.”

      The two Kakadar do just that.

      “Does it feel sturdy?” he then asks.

      “Yes,” Everdawn says. “It does.”

      “Does it feel safe to you, Sir Doomalar?”

      “Yes,” Doomalar says. “It does.”

      “Good.” Jude turns to glance at his sister, then at the Brightwing twins, before settling his gaze on the mouth of the cave. “Thankfully we’ve only a few hours’ travel. Otherwise, I fear we would be in a much graver predicament.”

      “He’s not bleeding anymore?” I ask, tilting my head down to look at Doomalar’s side, which has since been covered with fresh bandage.

      “Somewhat, yes. But blood is good. It is pure. Cleansing. It means the body is capable of healing.”

      “Enough talk,” Doomalar says. “Let us go now, before the weather starts up again.”

      No one questions the old hunter’s orders.

      With that said, we turn and make our way out of the cave.

      

      The snow is soft beneath my feet and almost ankle-high. Trudging through it is a chore unto itself. But knowing that we will have to endure this for hours? That is beyond nightmarish.

      “I wish it hadn’t snowed,” I offer as we continue to make our way downhill.

      Logath laughs. “The novelty has worn off, I take it?”

      “It’d be more bearable if we weren’t on a mountainside,” Latarya’s brother, Jude, offers. “Or if we weren’t transporting someone who was injured.”

      At this, I turn my head to regard Doomalar, whose gaze should be set toward the skies but whose eyes have fallen upon me. As a result, I slow my pace to allow the Kakadar ferrying him to catch up, then fall into place beside him so that he might speak to me.

      “We are living in strange times,” the elder warrior says.

      “How so?” I reply.

      “First a lost people appear from beyond the mountain, offering kindness to those they do not know and tales of a god who we knew not existed. Among them comes a woman they claim to be a Lamb, but whose prowess in battle is like that of our bravest warriors.” Doomalar tilts his head back to survey the sky, as if debating on what to offer next. Then he says, “We are most truly grateful.”

      “What happened at the peak wasn’t just my doing,” I say, careful to cradle my arm against my chest. “Adriak helped me.”

      “But it was your blind abandon that allowed him to make the killing shot,” Doomalar offers. “Even his kin spoke of such.”

      “It is true,” Vocalli says. “My brother could not have made the killing shot without you, Bryce. Because of you… these people—and us as a result—are free to live beyond the shadow of these monsters. You are a hero.”

      “I don’t want to be a hero,” I reply.

      “Why?” Doomalar asks.

      “Because,” I say and turn my head away from him. “It comes with too much responsibility. Too many burdens. People will begin to expect things of me I may not be able to offer.”

      “Like what, young lamb?”

      “You name it,” I say. “I mean… if I were looking toward someone I considered a hero, I would want them to be someone who could protect me, who could guarantee that any wrong in the world would be righted by their hand, and who could promise that they would rise up when things got bad.”

      “Is that not what you did, though? Rose up when things got bad?”

      “I—” I start and pause as I consider this. “I don’t⁠—”

      Though a part of me wants to refuse the warrior’s words, if only because of the merit of them, another understands that he is, beyond a shadow of a doubt, right.

      Because who was it who braved the sands? I think. Who wandered those catacombs? Who took from that grave? Who slayed a beast both high and mighty, and a god false and wrong?

      As much as I want to refuse my position, I know for a fact that I cannot.

      No.

      Because of my actions, the people, Kakadar and Elf and not, will now expect things of me. But can I really be the person they expect me to be?

      The truth is: I don’t know. And that, above all else, may ultimately be the only answer I can offer.

      As I turn my head to regard Doomalar—and as I see, upon his thin lips, the telltale sign of a smirk—I offer a slight sigh and say, “Yeah. That’s what I did. Rose up when things got bad.”

      “You are a brave young woman, Missus Rothbard. Never forget that.”

      “I won’t,” I say. “I promise.”

      

      That promise, I soon find, carries me through the next several hours, during which time I struggle to find solace in myself and my purpose. Cold in only my hood and leather armor, but knowing that we must persevere in spite of it, I march to the tune of whispered shivers and cautious grunts, all the while careful to mind my step as we brave the snow-covered pass.

      “We should be there by midday,” the hunter who’d tended to my injuries says.

      “Thank Kira,” I whisper and close my eyes.

      I want so badly to be out of this cold—to be beneath the comforting rafters of a longhouse, or at least before the tenacious flames of a raging fire. All those years atop Eula had conditioned me to warm weather and gentle rainshowers. Nothing could have ever prepared me for this.

      Remain strong, a part of me says, for there will always be a storm before your path.

      Whether this storm is meant to be physical or metaphorical, I cannot be for certain. Most would have considered it in the physical sense, for around us there is much snow, and in the sky there is a great deal of precipitation. However, I know for a fact that this storm, real as it happens to be, is not of nature in any sense.

      No.

      It is a storm of consciousness that threatens to assault me.

      I know that I cannot allow it to batter me down. I know that I cannot allow it to push me into, and then bury me beneath, the earth. And yet, no matter how hard I try to think otherwise, I find myself dwelling on what will happen come time we finally arrive home.

      It could be amazing, I think, to return home victorious.

      Or it could be monstrous, a dark thought offers, and bring its own set of challenges.

      I have continuously thought about what it means to be a hero throughout these past few hours. During this time, I have debated whether or not I want to be considered an icon to my people—and, as a result, a person they can look toward in times of darkness. It is, as Doomalar had described, simply a matter of perspective; and no matter how much I want to think otherwise, I know for a fact that I cannot back down from what people already consider me.

      I saved my people from corruption.

      I saved my people from destruction.

      And above all else: I offered them hope.

      Hope—for another day.

      Hope—for a promising future.

      And hope, I can finally add, for freedom from the past.

      It is this thought that I carry all the way down through the tumultuous pass—which, though filled with snow-covered brambles, no longer threatens to sting us with its thorns.

      Come time we take our final steps off the treacherous mountain, I find myself exhaling a sigh of relief.

      Well, I think, lifting my eyes to stare into the foreseeable distance. This is it.

      Soon, I will return to the human, Elven, Kakadarian, and even the Duwawadarian people with the truth:

      Pfatuan is dead, and it was by our hands that the former “god” was slain.

      Rather than consider it outright, I turn my head to regard my friends as they approach.

      Neverwind—his head held high, his lips smiling with relief—lowers his gaze to face me, only to ask, “Are you ready?”

      “For what?” I ask.

      “To return home?”

      I can only nod and say, “Yes. I am.”

      

      The longhouses appear on the horizon within the next hour. Sprinkled with snow, they appear whimsical—as if they have been placed in the ground surrounding them by the hand of a trickster god. But it is not the longhouses themselves that take me by surprise.

      No.

      It is the people.

      Those who have remained outside to tend to chores or keep their posts turn to regard us as we appear in the distance. They lift their heads, raise their hands, extend their arms, point.

      When it comes time for us to acknowledge them with raised hands of our own, they, too, discover the full nature of our arrival.

      We have returned—not only with no dead in our midst, but victorious.

      The cries that rise are those of victory—and not, I had previously feared upon our departure, ones of grief. They echo toward us like ripples in a pond, causing not only mankind to draw forward from the far edges of the field, but the Kakadar as well.

      A flurry of questions bombard us.

      “What happened?” one young man asks.

      “Are we safe?” a Kakadar inquires.

      “Was anyone injured?”

      “Is Doomalar well?”

      “Is Pfatuan gone?”

      They look from the hunters at the front of the party, to Doomalar near the center, then, finally, to me.

      Knowing that no one will speak in my stead, I gesture Adriak Brightwing to draw forward, then reach down and take hold of his hand. I then say, in as calm a voice as possible, “We have slain the god of the mountain. Pfatuan’s reign has ended.”

      It takes only a moment for one to cheer to rise, then two, then three.

      By the time the cheer has reverberated throughout the valley, many have drawn near—including, I can now see, Katelyn Hero and her mother.

      “I can’t believe it!” Katelyn cries. “I just can’t⁠—”

      Her hand goes to her mouth before I can finish.

      At first, I’m unsure what has upset her. Then I realize.

      “Your arm!” my friend says. “Bryce! What happened?”

      “It’s just a burn,” I say, attempting to quell her worry. “It’s just a⁠—”

      A figure draws forward, his hood over his head; his bright eyes seek mine. It takes only a moment for me to realize who it is.

      “Peter,” I whisper.

      He steps toward me. Looks down at my arm. Lifts his eyes to look back at me. He asks, “What happened?”

      And I—I can barely speak.

      Within moments, I am stepping into his arms and crying my heart out as the weight of the day takes hold.

      Peter—dumbfounded by my actions—can only ask, “What’s wrong?”

      “We did it, Peter,” I reply, bowing my face into his neck. “Pfatuan is dead.”

      And just like that, the world erupts in applause once more.
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            The Breath of Winter

          

        

      

    

    
      Doomalar is taken to the Kakadarian village at the far edge of the valley. Latarya and I, meanwhile, are escorted into one of the longhouses to be treated by her brother, Jude.

      “The two of you were lucky,” Jude says as he finishes applying balm to Latarya’s collarbone. “You especially, sister. A few more inches and they could’ve taken off your head.”

      Latarya grimaces as her brother finishes attending to her wound, then directs her gaze at me. “Bryce was the one who could’ve been killed,” she says.

      “I’m fine,” I reply. “The hunter already tended to my wound.”

      “With their medicine, I imagine?” He waits for me to nod before stepping forward. “May I see your arm?”

      I draw it away from my chest and extend it toward him. Most of the immediate pain has dissipated. In its place, however, have emerged blisters—which, though minuscule, dot my arms like pustules on an unfortunate mushroom.

      Frowning, Jude considers them for several moments before saying, “I’d like to procure some of this ointment of theirs. It’s lessened your pain, has it not?”

      “It has,” I reply. “They called it aloe. It’s… from a plant, I think.”

      “Aloe,” Jude replies and nods as he considers this. “I will make sure to bring some back for you.”

      “I can go,” I say and attempt to rise. “Really, I⁠—”

      Jude shakes his head. “No, Bryce. I want you to stay here. Rest.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “You’ve done enough for now,” the healer says. “Besides—burns are best dealt with when shielded from the elements. You’re better off inside than you are out.”

      “All right,” I begrudgingly say. “I’ll do what you ask.”

      “Good.” Jude sets a hand on my shoulder and stands. “If you need anything, just have someone come fetch me. I’ll be here as soon as I can.”

      “Thank you, Jude.”

      The young man nods and, after tightening his cloak around himself and donning his hood, departs into the cold.

      Just feeling the chill wrap around me as the door opens is enough to make me tremble. I am beyond thankful when the fire burning in the hearth snuffs its existence from the air.

      Katelyn—who has sat by and watched in silence this entire time—draws forward. “Bryce,” she says.

      “Yes?” I reply.

      “Are you… well… all right?”

      “I’m fine, Katelyn. It’s just a burn. I’ll heal.”

      “It isn’t the burn I’m worried about,” my friend says as she comes to settle down beside me. “It’s… well…”

      “Well… what?” I ask.

      Katelyn sighs as she turns her head to regard the doorway.

      “Katelyn?” I frown. “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “They’ve been talking,” she says.

      “Who has?”

      “The people—mostly the Kakadar, but people nonetheless. They’re… calling you what the Eulans were after you slayed Ziara. A hero. And… well… I just wanted to make sure that you were okay with it.”

      “I really don’t have a choice but to be okay with it, Katelyn.”

      “Still…” My friend sighs. “I just worry, you know? About how you might feel with all the pressure.”

      “People are going to expect things of me regardless of how I feel. I’m quickly learning that it’s coming with the territory.”

      “You can always refuse them, you know.”

      “And risk disappointing people?” I sigh and lift my head to look toward the fireplace, within which the logs brought from the pass burn hot and bright, much like our potential futures. “I really don’t know if I can do that.”

      “I think I understand,” Katelyn says.

      There are several moments of silence, during which the two of us simply sit. Throughout, I ruminate on what it means to be considered a hero, or at least a person of importance. Katelyn’s eyes are distant, her gaze lost, her lips pursed into a frown. I, meanwhile, can’t help but gaze into the flames.

      To think, I muse, that we have come so far in such a short amount of time.

      It’s almost impossible to fathom what we’ve done, let alone accept it. For over twenty years we’d rode atop the Earthwalkers’ backs—always sleeping, forever dreaming. Within that time, we had all hoped for something wondrous. Now that we’ve both found, and dealt with, the realities of a newfound home, I can’t help but wonder if my life is really meant to mean more than just simple cooking, simple delivering, simple serving.

      What would you want it to be, though? I wonder.

      The truth of the matter is that I don’t know.

      “Bryce?” Katelyn asks, turning her head to face me. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “You can ask me anything,” I reply.

      “What are you going to do now that you’ve come down from the mountain?”

      “Honestly?” I say. “I just want to live my life the best I can and be at peace for as long as possible.”

      “Do you really think we’ll be at peace now that Pfatuan is gone?”

      I take a moment to consider not only what she’s said, but the implications behind it. Then I nod and clear my throat before offering, “Yeah. I… I think we’ll be at peace.”

      And though I am no seer, no visionary, nor a person that can see the future, I can at least hope, and pray, that I’m right.

      In the end, we all deserve to feel safe and content.

      Me especially.

      
      The weather continues to worsen as the day progresses. The wind whipping, the gale singing, it inspires friends and families to huddle together and strangers to find solace in one another. The cold is a cruel reminder that we are still very much exposed to the world and all its malevolence.

      “You think it’ll get worse?” Katelyn asks at my side.

      “How bad was it last night?” I reply, careful to mind my arm as I adjust my blanket about my shoulders.

      “It… was okay,” my best friend says. “We weren’t comfortable by any means, but we weren’t freezing outside either. I just wish we’d’ve been able to build more longhouses.”

      “Yeah,” I reply, turning my head toward the doorway. “I do, too.”

      The plights of those guardsmen outside, and the reality of our predicament, is not lost upon me. With winter’s breath bearing down upon us, I realize there is a distinct possibility that we will face challenges we could have never prepared ourselves for. My first inclination is to consider how we will survive without crop from the farmlands, the next how we will bring in enough game to feed our people. We’d been doing fine so far, all things considering. But now?

      Now, I think, we will be tested in might and matter, brain and brawn, strength and even, some might say, serenity.

      My generation has never faced a cold winter.

      How, I wonder, will we manage?

      Though a part of me wishes I could have answers now, another realizes that answers, as necessary to me as I feel they are, will not come—not now, and definitely not soon.

      Sighing, I turn my head to look at the longhouse door once more and say, “I wish Peter were here.”

      “He’s a bit stubborn,” Katelyn agrees, “but you have to admire that in a man.”

      “Sometimes it drives me crazy, but I know it’s all that keeps him going sometimes.”

      “How has he been since… well⁠—”

      “His father?”

      Katelyn nods.

      Sighing, I reach up to adjust the blanket across my shoulders once more, then say, “Honestly? I’m not sure.”

      “He hasn’t said?”

      “I don’t think most men do,” I offer. “I think it has something to do with being strong and not showing weakness or something.”

      “My father was like that,” Katelyn says, then smiles, even though a tear is blossoming in one eye. “Even when he was at his lowest—even when I felt that he would break—he would never show it, especially not in front of me.”

      “He didn’t want you to be afraid,” I say.

      “And that’s the thing: I never was. Even after what happened to your parents… and even after we learned about the valley of the Fallen… he kept calm. Remained composed. Said everything would be all right. That we would be okay.” She sniffles and this time reaches up to brush a tear from her eye. “I just wish he were still around to see this. He always said he loved the snow.”

      “He’s looking down on us right now, Katelyn.”

      “I sure hope so,” my friend replies. “Because honestly? I’m scared.”

      “Of it getting any worse?” I ask.

      “Of it getting any worse,” she agrees.

      With that said, I reach down, take hold of her hand, and squeeze.

      Katelyn squeezes back.

      
      It is dark by the time the men and women of the guard come in. Trembling, and with fingers stabbed beneath their arms, they seek comfort before the fire—removing gloves, extending arms, flexing fingers red and inflamed.

      By the time Peter makes his way over to me, he looks—and, likely, is—exhausted.

      “Are you all right?” I ask as he settles down to my left.

      “I’m fine,” Peter replies. “I just need to get out of these clothes.”

      He gathers into his arms his clothing and then steps inside a privacy booth before drawing the partition across it.

      As the sound of damp clothes striking the floor and trembling limbs maneuvering into dry trousers enters our ears, Katelyn closes her eyes, then turns her head to look toward where her mother stands with other women cooking bone broth for the guard.

      “Should we be over there?” I ask.

      “She’ll just shoo me away,” Katelyn replies. “And besides—it’s not like you’ll be much help with your arm the way it is.”

      “Yeah. I… I guess.”

      “When was the last time you put the salve on it?”

      “Hours ago.”

      “Let me help you.”

      Peter has just emerged from the changing booth by the time Katelyn has finished applying salve to my arm. Cheeks windburned, eyes tired, he considers my best friend’s work before settling down beside me and saying, “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I say.

      He presses a kiss to my cheek. I’m surprised at how cold he feels.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      “Cold,” he says, then offers a laugh, which quickly turns into a cough. “Sorry. Guess I’m not used to the weather.”

      “How could we be?”

      He doesn’t respond. Rather, he lifts his eyes as Katelyn stands, then follows her trajectory as she makes her way toward where the women are cooking the broth. “Can I confide in you, Bryce?”

      “You know you can,” I say.

      “I hope to Kira this doesn’t get any worse.”

      “Do you think—” I start.

      But he nods before I can finish, then says, in a low and somber voice, “Yeah. I think it could.”

      Katelyn returns with a bowl of broth before we can discuss the situation further. “Careful,” she says, passing the bowl into Peter’s hands. “It’s hot.”

      “Thanks, Katelyn,” he says.

      As my newlywed husband cautiously sips the broth, Katelyn draws her blanket up from the floor, then carefully maneuvers it around Peter’s shoulders.

      “But—it’s yours,” Peter says.

      “I’m going to help my mother pass out broth,” Katelyn replies. “Keep it warm for me.”

      All Peter offers is a short nod in response before drinking the broth once more.

      Eventually, the color begins to return to his skin, and the harsh redness scarred along his cheeks diminishes. His eyes rarely settle upon me as he drinks; and though I want so badly for him to say something—anything—I know for a fact that he is haunted by his thoughts.

      What can you do, I wonder, when you are scared in the present and haunted by thoughts of the future?

      The truth is that, even if I could offer him some kind of reassurance, it would be little more than false platitudes—lies built on the backs of good intentions. I know for a fact that Peter wouldn’t like that and, for that reason, decide to remain silent.

      Peter looks ten times better by the time he has finished his broth.

      “You feeling better?” I decide to ask.

      “Much,” he replies. “How ’bout you? How’s the arm?”

      “It doesn’t really hurt anymore unless I move it the wrong way.”

      “Can I see?”

      I carefully extend my arm toward Peter. He takes hold of my hand just as carefully and examines the blisters beneath the salve. “You really haven’t said what happened,” he says.

      “What’s there to tell?” I say. “We climbed the mountain. Found the scouting party. Made our way up the pass. Killed the Mahyabhar, then stumbled upon the thing they called their god.”

      “The thing?” Peter asks.

      I nod.

      “It… wasn’t one of them?”

      “No,” I say. “Nothing of the sort.”

      “What did it look like?”

      I describe Pfatuan in as much detail as I can bear to. When I reach the part of the story wherein I explain my heroic—and, potentially, stupid—actions, Peter frowns, then says, “Your bravery is going to get you killed someday.”

      “It hasn’t yet,” I offer.

      “Yet,” Peter replies. “That’s the key word.”

      Though I know he’s right—and understand, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I have to consider my actions more carefully in the future—I’m not sure what to say in response to him. For that reason, I withdraw my hand from his, then settle my arm across my chest.

      A yawn escapes Peter’s open mouth.

      “You should rest,” I say. “You’ve been out in the cold all day.”

      “Lie down with me?” he replies.

      I turn my head to consider Katelyn, whose attention is set on her work with her mother, then nod and say, “Okay. I’ll lie down with you.”

      Within moments, we are snuggled beneath the blanket and looking up at the rafters crossing the high reaches of the longhouse.

      “Bryce?” Peter asks after a moment’s quiet.

      “Yeah?” I reply.

      “You think we’re gonna be okay?”

      I pause to consider the intentions behind his words. Then I say, “Yeah. I… I think we’ll be fine.”

      Peter doesn’t speak more after that. He simply closes his eyes and abandons himself to dream.

      
      It is cold.

      These are the words that strike my conscience as I awaken sometime during the night. Even nestled beside Peter as I am, I still feel the stark chill—seeping, slowly, into my muscles, then my bones. The fires still burn, but
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