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Chapter One — The Dying Flame
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The fire was almost gone.

Sa-La crouched by the dwindling embers in the center of the clearing, her knees sinking into the frozen mud. The faint orange glow barely lit her face as she blew on the coals, her breath turning to mist in the bitter air.

“Come back,” she whispered, scooping a handful of dry moss and feeding it to the embers. “Please. Burn.”

But the moss smoldered and blackened without catching.

The wind howled through the treetops above, carrying the scent of snow and distant wolves. Sa-La shivered as her hair whipped loose from its braid and stung her cheeks. The elders stood behind her in a silent, growing circle, their furs drawn tight, their faces dark and grim.

Every pair of eyes glowed faint in the darkness, and every one of them was fixed on her.

The oldest man in the clan finally spoke, his voice low and full of accusation.

“The keeper has failed.”

Sa-La flinched at his words, but didn’t look up. She scraped together the last dry kindling and struck flint to steel, sparks raining down uselessly on the wet sticks.

Her father stepped into the circle then, his shadow long and jagged in the faint light.

“You were trusted,” he said, his tone sharp. “It was your duty. To keep the fire alive through the night. You slept, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t!” Sa-La said, her voice cracking. “I watched it. The wood was wet — the wind—”

“No excuses!” His growl cut her off like a blade.

The last ember hissed and turned black.

The air seemed to grow colder in the clearing.

No fire meant no warmth.
No warmth meant no life.
The younger children began to cry quietly, clutching at their mothers’ legs. The elders exchanged grim looks, some shaking their heads.

Her father crouched low, his face close to hers now, his black eyes glittering.

“Do you know what happens now?” he asked.

Sa-La’s throat tightened.

“The clan will die,” he went on, his voice low but carrying to every ear. “Unless you go. Unless you take it back.”

She froze.

The murmur of the crowd rose at once: “The mountain of the gods...” “No one returns...” “Better to let the cold take us than anger them...”

Her father silenced them with a raised hand. Then he thrust a spear into her hands.

“You go to the mountain,” he said. “You steal fire from the gods. Or you do not come back.”

Sa-La’s breath caught in her throat, but she forced herself to her feet.

The clan parted silently as she passed, their hollow eyes following her. No one offered her food. No one spoke her name.

As she reached the edge of the clearing, she stopped and turned back.

The last ember glimmered faintly, then winked out.

The clearing was plunged into shadow.

Sa-La tightened her grip on the spear.

And then she walked on, into the night.

Toward the mountain.
Toward the gods.
Toward the fire.
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Chapter Two — The Frozen River
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The snow deepened as the trees thinned, and Sa-La pulled her furs tighter around her shoulders.

The night was black and merciless, lit only by the sharp stars overhead and the faint silver glow of the mountain rising in the distance.

It was said the gods lived in caves high above, guarding their fire with claws and teeth.

It was said no one who walked this path ever returned.

Her boots crunched through the crust of snow as she pressed on, her breath coming in sharp white clouds.

Behind her, the clan’s valley was already swallowed in darkness. Ahead lay the first great trial: the river.

She reached its banks before dawn.

It stretched wide and white, a frozen plain beneath the stars. The ice shimmered faintly in the moonlight, cracked in places where dark water churned just below the surface.

Sa-La crouched and tested the edge with the butt of her spear. It groaned faintly but held.

She stepped out onto it, her feet sliding slightly on the smooth surface.

The wind cut across the open river like a blade.

One step.
Then another.
Then another.
She kept her eyes fixed on the far bank, forcing herself not to look down at the jagged cracks below.

Halfway across, the wind rose suddenly, and the ice groaned beneath her.

She froze, every muscle locking tight, her breath catching in her throat.

Then she heard it — faint at first, then louder.

A low, guttural growl.

She turned her head slowly and saw a shape stalking her from the far bank: a wolf.

It was larger than any wolf she’d ever seen, its eyes glowing pale in the moonlight. Its breath plumed in white clouds as it stepped onto the ice, claws clicking softly.

Sa-La’s grip tightened on her spear.

The wolf crouched low, baring its teeth, and began to circle her, its body sliding gracefully across the frozen surface.

The ice groaned again as she pivoted to keep it in sight, sweat beading on her brow despite the bitter cold.

One wrong step and she would fall through.

One wrong move and she would be its next meal.

The wolf lunged.

She screamed and thrust the spear forward, the point catching the beast in the shoulder. It yelped and skittered back, its claws scrabbling for purchase on the ice.

But it didn’t retreat.

It lowered its head and began to circle again, slower now.

Sa-La’s breath came hard and fast, her pulse hammering in her ears.

She didn’t dare turn her back.

Step by step, she edged closer to the far bank, her spear still raised, her eyes locked on the wolf.

When her boots finally struck snow again, she staggered forward and fell to her knees, panting, the ice groaning one last time behind her.

When she looked back, the wolf was still there, standing at the edge of the ice.

Watching her.

Waiting.

Then it threw back its head and howled — a long, eerie sound that carried across the river and into the hills.

Sa-La forced herself to stand, gripping her spear.

The mountain loomed closer now, its peak catching the first pale light of dawn.

And the wolf’s howl still rang in her ears.
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Chapter Three — The Cave of Bones
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The sun had not yet fully risen when Sa-La reached the base of the mountain.

Here, the air grew colder still, thin and sharp as knives. The snow was deeper, clinging to her boots and slowing her steps, and her breath came ragged with exhaustion.

Above her, jagged cliffs clawed at the sky. A faint trail wound upward, marked by strange black stones and the bleached skulls of animals set on stakes.

The path of those who dared steal fire from the gods.

Her father’s voice echoed in her mind: “Bring it back, or do not come back.”

So she climbed.

By midday, her legs burned with the effort, and her hands were raw from gripping the rocks. The faint trail narrowed and bent around a sharp outcropping, and then she saw it:

A dark hole in the mountainside, its edges jagged and rimmed with frost.

The Cave of Bones.

The stories had named it well.

As she drew closer, the crunch of her boots on snow softened into silence, and the smell of something old and dry filled her nose.

Bones littered the ground outside — ribs and skulls of deer, wolves, even a great cave bear. Some were cracked open, as if by massive jaws.

The air was warmer here, though it carried a strange, sulfurous tang.

Sa-La hesitated at the threshold, her pulse thundering in her ears.

The stories said the gods left their dead here, the bones of mortals who’d dared too much.

But the
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