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“Pride is not the opposite of shame, but it’s source. True humility is the only antidote to shame.”




—Uncle Iroh










CHAPTER ONE










ZACH





Snow gently sprinkled from the sky and caught on every surface, including my clothes, my red hair, and my matching beard. The longer I stood outside, the whiter my beard always seemed to become, even if it wasn’t that long. The snowy landscape seemed to go on for miles. I let out a sigh as I pulled my coat closed and listened to the creaking of the evergreens around me. I had a feeling even they didn’t want to be here, but it wasn’t as if a tree could get up and move—or at least not in real life. I had read some books where trees were like people and could make their way across the land. Since reading that book, I kept my eye on trees, but so far I hadn’t witnessed anything like that happening.


A squirrel jumped out of the snow and up a tree, screaming at me as it probably went up to take some food to its hiding place. I couldn’t believe any sort of creature could make its life out here, but apparently it could, as we had found a few creatures we could hunt for food to get us through the winter. Not only that, but we also found some berries and greenery we could harvest and eat for the time being. I wasn’t sure how we were going to stock up for the winter, however.


Living in this sort of terrain was not ideal even if we could change into Lyrans if we wanted to. But we hadn’t changed our appearance. And there were many reasons for that. Many that had to do with the psychological trauma we had faced when we were younger. That, and because Gabe couldn’t transform, and we didn’t want him to freeze while we were fine. It wasn’t too cold yet, at least. Perhaps our views would change once winter came. 


I went back into the makeshift tent building Cor and I had created for shelter thus far. Cor was sitting next to Gabe, watching him sleep. Ellie was in the other bed, still healing from her gunshot wound and, after much resistance, was staying still and resting. She kept trying to help us set up the camp, and Cor and I kept forcing her to lie back down. After we promised she could do all the galivanting she wanted after she healed, she gave in. I had a feeling the real reason she stopped, however, was because the wound was aching mighty fierce, and she just didn’t want to admit it.


Luckily, as we’d headed into the treacherous landscape, we came upon an abandoned home, or I should say shed. We knew it would be too dangerous to stop there since it was close to the snow line and Gabe’s father was looking for us. We were able to find some resources, however, which we took and have been using, including blankets, rudimentary medical supplies, and whiskey. Ellie was hogging the whiskey and using it to heal herself, or so she claimed, and we used some of the medicine on Gabe to help him heal from the poisoning.


I sat down next to Ellie as she snored, and I glanced over at the bed that Gabe was on. I couldn’t believe all that had happened to him in the past two weeks. He was one of the nicest, most genuine persons I knew, and yet had to deal with all this shit. He didn’t deserve it—none of us deserved it. None of the Kausians deserved what Jonathan and Byron had done to them.


Cor gently caressed Gabe’s face as he frowned. I could only imagine what was going through his mind. When both Ellie and Gabe were injured and needed help getting out of Jonathan’s manor, the dilemma on his face was something I would never forget. He cared for them both, and he didn’t know who to choose to save at that moment. I was glad I was there to help, but if I hadn’t been, I wondered whom he would have saved. Perhaps he would have chosen Ellie simply because she weighed less and was easier for him to move, not to mention she was still conscious and could at least help a little. But if he didn’t have to consider that—if he had to save one life or another—what would have been his choice?


Although I wanted to know the answer, I knew it wouldn’t have been fair to ask. I wouldn’t have been able to pick between two people I cared about most. I would have done anything I could to save them both or died trying. Question was—would he have risked his own skin for either of them?


Ellie began to stir. Both Cor and I turned our attention to her. Her eyes flickered open as she snorted, which made me smile. Same ol’ Ellie, even after everything that had happened.


“Where in the goddess are we?” she moaned as she stretched. She grimaced as she moved the arm that was wounded.


I watched as realization struck and all the memories of the past few days came back.


“How’s Gabe?” she asked as she turned to him.


Cor answered as he caressed Gabe’s cheek. “He’s still sleeping, but he looks a lot better. We gave him that medicine we found in that old home.”


She nodded slowly. “That’s right. Everything has been a blur.”


I rolled my eyes. “That’s because you had a gunshot and have been treating yourself with moonshine.”


Ellie shot me a look. “You told me I had to stay in bed. What else was I going to do?”


I stretched as I stood up. “That’s fair. Now let me help you change the bandage.”


“If I have learned anything in the past couple of days”—Cor sighed as he turned to the two of us—“it’s that you aren’t that good at changing bandages.”


I frowned, even though I knew he was right. “We’ve been getting by fine before you came along, you know.”


“And it was a miracle you two didn’t die from an infection. Let me change it.”


I gestured to Ellie. “Be my guest. But just a warning, she bites.”


Cor cocked a grin. “Don’t I know it.”


Ellie rolled her eyes, but I noticed her blush a little.


I pretended to gag as Cor grabbed some clean cloth. There were only a few more spare cloths, so either we would have to find some disinfectant or maybe Ellie would be good enough to not need dressing any longer. Hopefully it was the latter.


Removing the previous gauze, Cor examined the wound. “Looks to be healing well. I think you should be able to move around fine tomorrow.”


Ellie smiled. “Well, that’s a relief. I’m really bored.”


Both Cor and I laughed. We knew Ellie couldn’t sit still. She never could even when we were kids. She always wanted to be on the next adventure, whether it be fishing for the biggest catfish in the lake or sneaking into the amusement park on the moon. 


The memories felt as if they were a stab to the heart. I missed those days. They were simpler, and while we still had to worry about being killed even back then, at least things weren’t as horrible as they were now. Or perhaps they were, and we never realized to what extent others wanted us dead.


As Cor changed her dressing, Ellie’s eyes drifted over to Gabe. Even in the short amount of time that we had all been together, we had grown close to Gabe. He was kind and caring—not someone who should have to worry about being poisoned by his own father.


“He’ll be fine,” Cor commented, also noticing that Ellie was watching Gabe. “He’s a fighter.”


“That he definitely is. Never would I have imagined he would be able to take all this. He seemed so… soft when I met him. An easy mark.”


Cor chuckled. “Yeah, he gives off that vibe. Although I have saved him many times, he’s also saved me quite a few. Even if it meant risking his own life.”


We had witnessed that when he put his life on the line to get into Byron’s home to save Cor. I never thought it would end with Gabe’s father killing Byron, showing his true colors, and poisoning his own son.


“We’re lucky we found that shack at the snowline. Wish we could thank whoever left those supplies,” Ellie added.


“It’s likely he’s dead. No one in their right mind would have left all that willingly,” Cor said under his breath.


All of us were silent. We knew the odds were against the person or people who were living there. This terrain was harsh, and although they tried to stay close to the edge of the mountain, it was likely they could have been attacked by bandits. Though if that were the case, then the supplies wouldn’t have been there. They must have left or died recently even if some of the windows had been broken and there was a layer of dust on everything.


“We aren’t going to survive out here, are we?” Ellie more stated than asked.


Cor and I glanced at each other. The same thought had crossed our minds countless times.


Cor responded, “The odds are slim, yes, but they are slimmer if we stayed in the towns. Byron was always one step ahead of us, but Jonathan is even more devious and probably has our photos in every bar and pub in every town in all the zones. With the four of us, we can harvest enough supplies for the winter, then later, after it all blows over and everyone is dead, we can raid a town and get some supplies.”


I frowned. “Cor, that’s not funny.”


“He’s right though.” Ellie sighed. “Jonathan is going to destroy this entire planet, and we’re letting him do it.”


We were all silent for a moment. There was still a sting of guilt in all our hearts, but we couldn’t have stayed there. If we had, we would have died. It wasn’t as if anyone stood up for our kind—it wasn’t as if they had tried to help us when our home was destroyed. No, they all believed it was needed and that we needed to be destroyed. They bought it all and let genocide happen.


And yet…


Cor spoke before I could let my heart feel guilt. “They deserted us in our time of need. We’re only four people, and there are a lot of them. They can handle it.”


Ellie turned her attention to Cor. “It took the actions of one person to destroy a zone, and I believe it can take the actions of one person to save another one.”


I had to hold back the whistle I wanted to make. That was a low blow even if it was true. Cor didn’t say a word as he finished bandaging Ellie. He stood up and left our little hut. I watched as the piece of wood shut behind him, letting in cold air for a brief moment. It was still the warmer months, meaning this winter was going to be a lot colder.


“That was rather harsh,” I commented as I moved back next to Ellie.


“Yeah, well, I’m in a foul mood.”


“Still, just because you feel like shit, you shouldn’t take out your frustrations on someone else. We’re all tired and cold and feel helpless. Don’t forget that.” She frowned, and I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “You’ll heal fine and can help with the hunting and the gathering of resources for the winter. Gabe as well. We’re going to be with each other for a long time. I wouldn’t recommend burning bridges yet.”


Ellie let out a sigh. “I’ll apologize to Cor when he gets back. But he already knows all the things I said were true, and he needs to face them.”


“We all have things we need to face. Even if we don’t want to.”










CHAPTER TWO










COR





I regretted leaving the makeshift hut we had the moment I stepped outside. It was cold, and I should have grabbed another layer, not that it would have helped much. I would just have to suffer, which was fine. I wasn’t going to be gone long—I just needed to walk this one off.


Because Ellie was right—it did take one person to destroy our nation. And it was me. It was my fault. I had to live with that fact.


It would be a weight on my shoulders I would have to carry for the rest of my life. That much I knew. It was a heavy burden but not one I wanted anyone else to carry. That’s why I had wished Ellie, Gabe, and Zach would have left me to deal with Byron. This wasn’t their fight. It was mine.


Well, come to find out that wasn’t completely true. Byron had been Gabe’s uncle, and there was a lot going on there. It was strange how small the world could be and how our fates were so intertwined. Perhaps we were destined to take them down. Or perhaps we had simply lucked out this entire time.


Not wanting to go back in there and tell Ellie she was right, or at least not yet, I decided to take a brief walk around the area and make sure there weren’t any dangers surrounding us other than cold, crisp air. Zach and I had taken turns to check out the area and to inventory what we could harvest and hunt for food before the winter came. So far we had found a couple of things that we could live off of, but that would change in the coming months.


I did not look forward to winter. It was going to be miserable, and I wasn’t even sure we would survive to spring. From the stories I heard, it was nearly impossible to live out here, but then again, many said the area Kaus laid was inhabitable. If you learned how to react to weather and surroundings instead of fighting them, life was much easier. All of us Kausians knew that to be a fact.


We had to learn to adapt, or we would all be dead. That was the Kausian motto.


Rubbing my temple, I tried to remember all the training we were given as children about living in the mountains. We were trained in case we had to leave. If the nation had known about the attack before it happened, they probably would have all moved out here. If only there had been a way to warn everyone.


I ventured toward the other side of the rocky hill we had built against. There was a whole lot more snow and ice, just as I expected. Everything was silent other than the trees creaking as they swayed back and forth. The snow crunched under my boots. I didn’t like how silent it was—give me a roaring city any day. The silence like this made it easy for my thoughts to take over. The bars and saloons we found ourselves in most nights than not kept the voices in my head silent—the voices that liked to remind me of what I had done.


Trying to shake it all off, I decided I should gather some firewood for the makeshift stove fireplace we made. I peered around for sticks and twigs. We would have to make an axe somehow later. I wasn’t sure how we would manage that, though, as I wasn’t the handiest in the wilderness. We were taught some survival skills when we were younger, but after the destruction of Kaus, I had learned quickly that money could buy a lot more than I could make out in nature, so I focused on those skills rather than how to make tools and whatnot. I knew Ellie had some knives, so it was possible to use that to get some wood. Perhaps we could make a stone axe, and by we, I meant Ellie or Zach.


I grabbed some balsam fir needles to help with the fire, along with some resin. These trees would be very helpful in the winter since balsam fir resin was highly flammable. It helped start and keep the fire going. At least I knew what plants to use out in the wilderness—that much had stuck.


After I gathered a handful of supplies, I bit my lip. I still didn’t want to go back to the camp. Ellie was there, and I didn’t want to admit I was being childish, but my hands were already getting full of sticks. I decided I would take them to the campsite, set them outside, and then venture off toward the lake.


Giving into the temptation of not wanting to see Ellie yet, I headed toward where the rest of the group was to set all of this down and then leave again. Or perhaps I could peer inside to see if Ellie had fallen back asleep—then I could get out of this snow, and I wouldn’t have to face her quite yet. Odds were she was still awake and was awaiting my return. And was probably sipping on that moonshine we had found, and she had claimed it was the answer to her bullet wound. Once that ran out, however, I wondered how she was going to get by. Unless she wanted to make her own brew, she was going to be going a long while without liquor. I was not looking forward to when she faced that realization.


It was strange to think such things like this of Ellie. Just a few weeks ago I had been on the run from her—knowing she was always on my heels trying to find me. Now I worried about whether or not she was getting enough to eat and was healing fine. How could so much change in such a short amount of time?


Perhaps it was because I still loved her, and my heart would never stop caring for her—even if I did have someone else… even if we both should move on… even if she deserved much better than me.


Thoughts of Gabe entered my mind, and I began to wonder what was going to happen when he woke again. We were able to keep him warm enough, sure, but I wasn’t sure how he was going to handle the winter snow. Sirians lived underwater, so I would assume it would be fine, but they also didn’t have much of a temperature change in the water—at least not where the city was since it was so deep.


He had been close to dying, and I still wasn’t sure how I felt about it all. Sure, he had almost died a few times, but this was different. This time it was someone he trusted—someone who should have been trying to keep him safe. His own father had tried to kill him.


He was only alive because he was half-human, which was the only instance that came in handy for him. We had all eaten that food—did Jonathan know that it wasn’t poisonous to Kausians, or did that matter to him? The odds were he didn’t care since he was going to kill us anyway. But poison? It was such a cowardly way to kill someone. And it was not a way I wanted to die.


As I made it back to the camp, I found Zach outside, staring up at the sky. I glanced up but found nothing but clouds and the two suns shining. I always found it strange how the suns could be out, and it still felt cold. Didn’t seem right, even if Byron had taught me it was because we were farther away from both of them.


I didn’t like that I had learned so much from Byron. He had taken time to educate me so that I could apply to a university. He led me to believe he would sponsor me. But it all had been a ruse to get on my good side so I would tell him the secrets of Kaus. I felt more of a fool each and every time I thought about it, which was more often than not. But at least I had gained a lot of knowledge out of it—knowledge that would come in handy more often than not, but it wasn’t worth the price of my home. Nothing was.


I stepped up to Zach, and he turned his attention to me. He nodded to the sticks in my arms. “Way to be productive.”


I shrugged. “I felt stupid walking off like that and needed something to do.”


“Usually when I have to cool my temper off, I just walk around in circles.”


“There was a lot of that too.”


He was quiet for a moment. I heard a chunk of snow fall off a branch not too far from us. He sighed. “Ellie is sorry for what she said. She didn’t mean—”


I shook my head. “No, I deserved it. I didn’t run off like that because I was mad at her—I ran off like that because she was right. But I need to stop living in the past and plan for the future. We all do.”


“Yeah, I suppose we do. But the future is so unstable it’s kind of hard.”


I set the bundle of sticks down. “You can say that again. But we can just keep on living. Or at least try to. I’m not sure if we’ll be able to help the world with only the four of us, but I know together we might be able to keep each other safe. I mean, after all we’ve been through, this place should be a piece of cake.”


“I hope so, but I don’t know if we can be too sure.”


“We can always venture down the mountain if we need to.”


“But then there might be bandits.” Zach sighed. “I hate bandits. They are merciless. And they don’t give up.”


“Depending on how many there are, we could probably take them.”


Zach shook his head. “No, I’m done with killing. Even if they are horrible people who wouldn’t think twice about killing me, I don’t want to be the one who ends their life. Enough is enough for me. I don’t think I can take much more of it.”


I understood what he was saying. I didn’t want to see any more blood either. But that was the way of this life, and my hands were already soaked in red. I turned toward where the frozen lake was. “I’m going to go check out the lake again. Can you keep an eye on things?”


Zach nodded. “Sure. I can do that.”


Turning, I headed toward the lake that was only about a quarter of a mile away. I took note of more plants we could harvest when the time was right. Perhaps we could survive out here. Unlike most people, we knew our plants and territory well. Kausians were trained to survive.


I made it to the lake and stared. It was large—almost as big as a small town. The odds were there were fish in there, but it was all frozen over. I wasn’t sure how thin the ice was and didn’t want to find out the hard way by myself. We would have to investigate and then figure out a way to make a hole in the ice so we could fish. We would also need some string to make a fishing rod.


I sighed as I sat down in the snow. There was so much to do still. Even if winter was months away, I worried we wouldn’t be ready. I wished we had enough time to have gone to some stores before escaping to this place. We were lucky to find that old shed. Otherwise, there would have been a lot more issues we would have had to face.


Staring up at the sky, I took a deep breath. We would survive. We had to.








CHAPTER THREE






ELLIE



I fell asleep before Cor came back. It was as if that was the only thing I could do these days. I knew I needed to heal, but I hated simply sitting around like this. Though if I could get up, what was I going to do? Just wander the wilderness until the world ends? It was just the four of us out here. There was no one else we would interact with. No one to have conversations with. No one to get to know and become friends with. But on the other hand, it meant there would be no one to try to kill us. We wouldn’t have to be constantly looking over our shoulders.


Was that true, though? Would Jonathan not keep searching for us out here? Would he give up just because we were in the mountains? Would he assume we would die during the first winter out here, or retreat back into the towns where he could capture us? So many questions filled my mind, and I began to wonder if I could really stay out here where there were no other people. While I knew most people hated my kind and looked at me with such great animosity, it was better than nothing. Or, perhaps, with each person I met, I thought perhaps some would accept us.


There was that feeling in my chest again. What was it? Remorse? Sadness? Fear? All the above? I missed my family. I missed my friends even if it was just Cor and Zach I was closest to growing up. Back then, at least there was some sort of community. At least there were people we could talk to who understood our hardships.


But all that was gone. Now we were alone—truly alone—in the mountains for who knew how long.


Rising up, I decided it would be best if I stood and moved around for a bit. My legs were getting restless, and my mind always spiraled if I stayed still. Just as it always had, especially after our home was destroyed. The what ifs always filled my mind in the darkest of nights.


“Whoa, where do you think you’re going?” Cor asked as he moved toward me from Gabe’s bed.


I shrugged him off. “I need to move around. Get the blood flowing and all.”


“I don’t know if that is wise…”


“You said it yourself that I was healing nicely. Also, I want to see the beautiful mountain scenery. Although it’s going to be a cold, miserable time, the mountains aren’t something we get to see often. But I guess we will have a lot of time to see it all, won’t we?”


“Just… let me help you.”


I glanced around as he helped me up. “Where’s Zach?”


“Wandering around somewhere.”


“Will Gabe be all right on his own?”


Cor nodded. “Yeah, he’s still just asleep. And we won’t be long. Zach should be back soon anyway.”


He grabbed my good arm and helped me to the makeshift door. He opened it up, and the cold, frosty air hit me like a wall.


“Oh, that’s freezing,” I commented. “And here I thought it was already cold in our new little home.”


“We’re going to have to work on insulating the place before winter comes, but I think we’ll be able to manage. I can show you how we built the place so we can add moss and all that to keep it warm inside. Or, at least, I hope it will keep it warm outside.”


Cor helped me outside, and sure enough, he and Zach had taken pieces of the shack we had found earlier and surrounded the side of a cliff. There were plenty of holes we would need to fill, but it would make do. For now, at least. We may decide otherwise when the first blizzard comes.


“Looks nice. Can’t wait to see it all covered in ten or so feet of snow.”


“Yeah, we’re going to have to reinforce it to make sure the roof doesn’t collapse. Zach said the two of you have built a home before.”


I nodded slowly as the memories of watching it burn down came back. “Yeah, we did.”


“Why didn’t you stay?”


I gave him a look. 


He nodded. “Ah, right. Bandits.”


“Yup. A group of them came and burned it down. That’s when we decided
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