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To Skullhead, Midnight, Nona Grey, and Riverdog. 

Who are all ridiculous, but we love them anyways. 
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ARAN SHADED HIS eyes against the whipping snow, squinting vainly into the howling blizzard. “What did you say?” he shouted, tapping his wrist to activate the wavelink. 


Istvay’s reply through his earpiece was muffled and almost inaudible, but there was a distinct note of panic to it. 


Probably ‘something something something they were both about to die.’ Which, in fairness … 


Aran glanced behind him. Which was a mistake. 


The ledge of snow towered above him, tall enough to almost tilt the sky, and he squeezed his eyes shut against the sudden wave of dizzying nausea, clinging to his ice pick with both hands. 


Damn it. 


Istvay was still shouting, the panic in their indistinct words growing more pronounced. 


Why the hell had Aran thought this was a good idea?


With an effort, he opened his eyes and pried the fingers of one hand loose from his ice pick, reaching into the pocket of his heavy parka. He drew out the sensor and hit it against his thigh a few times, then turned the dial. 


If he was right, though—


The sensor beeped, and he held it up to his face to peer at it through the blowing snow.


Then he grinned, the icy cold of the air making his teeth ache.


He squeezed his palm to activate his wavelink, and shouted, “Istvay! I think I found something!”


There was only crackling in return, which—well, probably made sense. Considering the conditions.


He glanced down to where his friend was anchoring him, almost invisible in the thick blizzard. Istvay was halfway up the mountain, but still several hundred metres below him. Their crampons, dug deep into the glacier ice on the steep slope, and their gloved fingers tight on the rope, were the only things keeping Aran from sliding to an untimely and expedited death if for one moment his hands slipped on his ice pick. 


It would be a terrifying thought, normally. But he didn’t really have the attention to think of it right now, because according to the sensor …


He tucked the sensor into his sleeve and, still dangling from one hand on the ice pick, brushed gently at the loose snow in the shallow horizontal crevasse the sensor had indicated. 


A moment later, he saw it—the unmistakable purple flash.


Violet snow toads.


They were hibernating, and didn’t even stir as he brushed back a little more of the snow, just enough to scan the sensor over top of them. Then he studied the readout, his heart pounding in excitement.


Violet snow toads were generally only found in the northern Rim Mountains. But some of the genetic tests he’d run on the populations up there suggested there was another subspecies.


And here they were.


His grin widened. The readout on the sensor had just confirmed it. Almost identical, but just enough variation. 


A new subspecies.


He laughed in sheer delight, the icy wind catching the sound and whipping it from his lips as he stared down at the tiny, mottled purple backs of the toads, huddled together, each one barely the size of his thumbnail.


“You’re beautiful,” he whispered. Gently, he swiped a test-swab across the toads’ backs, just enough contact to get some genetic material, and sealed it carefully for later testing. That, along with the visual documentation and the location, should be enough to get him started. 


His brain was buzzing, the euphoria of his discovery filtering through his blood like alcohol.


“Pishti, we did it!” he shouted into his wavelink. Maybe they couldn’t hear him, but if they could—


His wavelink crackled again, and he caught Istvay’s frantic voice, although he still couldn’t make out the words. He glanced down to see his friend waving their hands over their head, beckoning to him.


He looked up involuntarily at the massive sheet of snow towering over him, and then down to the long, almost sheer slope below.


He swallowed hard.


Damn it to hell. 


As long as the only thing in his head was research, he could handle this. It was when he actually remembered where he was, and what he was doing in order to get the research—


For the briefest of moments, the crackling over the wavelink composed itself into words, Istvay’s voice barely audible over the noise of the blizzard. “Aran! There’s something wrong with the gear. You need to get down here, right now.”


Aran took a deep breath, closing his eyes for just a moment.


He had everything he needed—enough genetic data, as well as all the scans. But now it was a matter of forcing himself back down the mountain.


He groaned, and muttered a halfhearted prayer.


This was always the hardest part.


Bracing himself, he grabbed his second ice pick from its strap on his snowsuit and drove it into the glacier half a metre below the first. His crampons scrabbled against the sheer ice for a moment before they caught, and gently, he lowered himself an arm’s length down, then repeated the procedure, then again.


Istvay’s voice through the wavelink was muted by the howling of the wind, but he caught something that sounded like, “For hell’s sake, hurry up!”


He glanced down. And then he saw Istvay’s face, turned up towards him, go slack with horror.


And at the same time, the rope holding most of his weight slipped.


With a resounding crack that sounded like a flare going off, the taut rope above him snapped, and Aran was skidding down the side of the glacier towards the sheer cliff at the bottom.


He swore breathlessly, jamming his ice picks into the side of the glacier to halt his slide. One of them caught, and just for moment he thought it would hold. 


And then a falling chunk of snow slammed into him, knocking him sideways, and his hand was ripped loose from the pick.


For a few moments, there was nothing but the panicked, stomach-tightening sensation of falling, snow surrounding him, and no idea which way was up.


And then he hit the snow pack below him, the impact hard enough to knock the breath from his body, and he was rolling, head over heels, down the slope.


He’d lost both ice picks by now, and the frayed end of the rope was trailing behind him, wrapping around his body as he tumbled down the steep slope.


He was going to die. He was actually going to—


“Aran!” He heard Istvay’s voice faintly through the blinding, whirling disorientation, and he caught the briefest glimpse of his friend stepping carefully out across the glacier towards him—


And then he slammed into something and came up short, the impact enough to knock the wind from him a second time.


For a moment he lay dazed, braced against something warm and soft, trying to figure out what the hell had happened.


And then he heard Istvay’s strained grunt, and he blinked his eyes open to see his friend braced against the ice, one hand clinging desperately to an ice pick, legs spread for balance, their other arm wrapped around Aran, holding him steady. 


“Aran. Are you alright?” Their voice was choked with effort.


“I’m—I’m fine—”


And then, from above, came a noise like nothing Aran had ever heard before; a heavy, tumbling roar that started low and then increased, until there was nothing in the world but the grinding wave of sound. 


Aran looked up, and swore.


The entire mountain above him seemed to have come loose from its moorings, and was hurling itself in a rolling, heaving mass towards them.


Istvay shouted something that was probably profanity, but the noise of the avalanche was too great for Aran to make it out.


Damn. It must have been set off by the impact of his fall. 


Aran’s brain was spinning almost as fast as the snow above him. He could feel Istvay turning, hunching their shoulders in a desperate, last-ditch effort to brace and save them both, somehow, but there was nothing to be done. They had about twenty seconds before the snow reached them, if that. And then they’d both be carried off the edge of the cliff along with the rest of the debris picked up by the roiling crest of the avalanche—


Aran’s brain snapped back to a half-conscious memory, something he’d noticed without really taking note of it, too engrossed in the violet snow toads. 


He struggled to his feet, wincing, and jammed his crampons into the ice, then grabbed Istvay’s wrist, yanking them after him towards a dark hollow in the snow, barely visible through the swirling blizzard.


It had to be here. He had to have remembered right.


Istvay tossed him an ice pick, and he snatched it, jamming it into the ice and hauling himself up, then pulled Istvay up behind him. His friend’s crampons slipped, and Istvay stumbled, Aran’s grasp on their wrist the only thing holding them.


“Aran—” they gasped.


The snow was metres away now, the whirling crest of the avalanche almost like the tip of a wave, bubbling and foaming, carrying along with it the trees and rocks it had ripped loose in its careening trail of destruction.


With a final heave, Aran pulled himself over the lip of the depression. 


He’d been right. It was a cave. 


He yanked Istvay up behind him and shoved them into the dark opening, tumbling in after to land practically on top of them. 


For a moment, everything was darkness and noise. It took Aran a moment to realize they were safe, the avalanche churning and foaming over the mouth of the cave, but leaving them protected inside the small air-pocket.


And then, finally, it was over.


Aran blinked, looking around him instinctively despite the pitchy blackness. After the horrific, ear-rending noise, the silence was almost jarring.


A dim light blinked on close beside his face, and Aran turned his head to see Istvay, the light glowing faintly from their palmscreen.


“Istvay,” he said in a choked voice. “You’re alive.”


There was a long scrape across Istvay’s cheekbone, and in the blue light of the palmscreen their face was wan and exhausted, but they managed a small smile. 


“Looks like we both are, unlikely as that seems,” they said.


Aran smiled back, reluctantly.


And then he glanced down, and realized he was still clutching Istvay’s wrist, and Istvay was pushed up beside him, one arm flung around his waist as if to keep him from being carried away. 


In the dim light of the palmscreen, Istvay’s brown eyes under their long lashes looked darker than usual, and the shadows emphasized the sharpness of their cheekbones, the dark outline of the five o’clock shadow on their chin. Their full lips, only a few centimetres away from Aran’s own …


His heart was pounding. He closed his eyes and forced his thoughts away.


“Are you alright?” Istvay sounded worried.


He opened his eyes to Istvay peering at him, pushed up on one elbow, their face concerned—


“I’m—I’m fine,” he croaked, sitting up quickly and dropping his hand from Istvay’s wrist as if it had burned him.


Istvay frowned, but didn’t comment. And then they, too, seemed to realize how close they were, and they dropped their arm from around his waist and scooted back quickly. 


There was an awkward silence, where neither of them seemed to want to look the other in the eye.


At last, though, Istvay cleared their throat. “We’d better get moving if we don’t want to be trapped down here permanently,” they said. “The snow is going to solidify pretty soon. I think our best bet is going to be to dig over there.”


Aran fumbled in his supplies pouch and came up with the folding emergency shovel
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