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Prologue

A Taste of Winter







The Winterwood was always cold, but this would be a season colder than most. The Wolf trudged slowly through knee-high snow, crouched low against the howling wind. From a grim, unmoving blanket of gray that smothered the sky, flurries of snow billowed past, plastering the bare, skeletal trees of the forest and forcing them to dance. They groaned like wounded beasts as the storm painted them white, the slow rumble of quiet winter thunder like a warning growl. 

The Wolf kept moving. Westward, away from the heart of the Winterwood. There was nothing left for him there, nor for his pack mates. They followed him now, their footfalls soft in the heavy snow, their scents masked by the stale air. Instinct older than the scent of the forest told him how wrong this quiet was. The woods had always cared for the wolves. The smell of flowers and pines, the taste of hot meat and blood, the howls of his pack mates, these were the hallmarks of home, the same as it had been for his forebears, and all the wolves who’d come before.

But now the heart of the forest was silent. The food was gone, driven west, and the Wolf’s nose chased a distant scent, so faint he wasn’t even sure what it was. His growling stomach urged him to follow and follow quickly. He hadn’t eaten in three weeks. He could feel his bones pressing up through his skin, his shaggy, gray fur almost useless against the biting cold. What was that smell? Why did it make his hackles rise?

He pressed on, as did his pack mates. There were only three of them left, a she and a he who’d sired pups together, and another she. The others had passed into the Long Sleep. The pups had been first. Each morning, the Wolf expected to awaken to find the rest gone, too. Or maybe it would be his turn to enter the Long Sleep. His stomach gnawed at him.

He didn’t realize he’d stopped until one of the shes nudged his hindquarters. He looked back to see her questioning yellow eyes. There was hope in that gaze, still. And hunger too. They trusted him. He had to keep moving, chasing that scent.

Twilight descended over the Winterwood as they trekked through the snow. The trees around them grew dark and twisted, like the sallow, flesh-less remains of forgotten prey. There was a desolation to this place. This was a cold winter. Colder than living memory. Colder, maybe, than what would ever be remembered.

 The silence only deepened with nightfall. No chattering birds, no angry squirrels, or foraging rabbits. No gentle stirring of the snow beneath tiny feet. Nothing at all, save the wolves and the crying wind. Most unsettling of it all, to the Wolf, was the absence of scents. There was one, still, that distant one that led them on, but scents were supposed to be hard to find, like a single thread buried beneath endless tangles. This one stood alone and naked. Too obvious, like a trap designed by Man. One scent. It made no sense to the Wolf. Where had the others gone? Maybe prey were hiding in their dens. Maybe they’d simply moved west themselves. But…there was no trace of them. It was like they’d never been at all. 

They would be the next to disappear if they did not find meat soon. As the shadows lengthened, the Wolf urged his tired body into a trot, determined to gain as much ground as he could before they were forced to take shelter. One of the shes howled, but there was no answering call. There hadn’t been in weeks. 

The Wolf could feel the end approaching. Could feel it in his marrow. Could smell it on his own breath. His body was weakening, the need for meat overwhelming. Why was this happening? Winters were always difficult, food always scarce, but this was beyond anything he or his pack mates had ever experienced before. The haunting emptiness of the deep, dark woods, the tepid staleness in the air, as if nothing had walked through it in a hundred seasons. Something terrible had happened to the Winterwood, but the Wolf was incapable of understanding further than that. He wasn’t sure he’d want to, even if he could.

The Wolf stopped again. His pack mates nudged him, but this time he knew he’d go no further. He shut his eyes. It took effort to even remain on his feet. The wind assailed him like a rolling river, trying to take him. The exhaustion, the hunger, it was too much. Every instinct screamed at him to fight, demanded him to push forward, but… The Long Sleep comes. 

And then there was something. The Wolf’s eyes snapped open. His pack mates turned in perfect unison, sensing it too. For a moment, the smell they’d been trying to follow had been overlapped by another, shining clear as the moon, but the wind had ripped it away again. The Wolf turned, head tilted back as he searched. There! A phantom scent fighting valiantly against the drifting storm.

Meat! A swell of hope and hunger whirled with the snow, and he bounded after the scent, his pack mates loping to follow. The smell was an old one, but there was a freshness to it, too. Something had fallen nearby. Catching the smell again, the Wolf adjusted his course, racing at full speed. 

Yes, it was unmistakable now. His hunger was like a parasite gnawing at his insides, but he’d soon rip it free. This was it. This was all they needed. The carcass could keep them moving for days yet if it was large enough. Maybe they really could reach the edge of the Winterwood. Surely there would be warmth there, and new packmates and pups, and more food than they could ever hunt. Beyond the Winterwood. Beyond the stillness. There, they would find life again.

The body appeared in the heart of a small clearing. The Wolf slowed his gait, dropping into a crouch as he crept along its outskirts, careful to stay within the crooked shadows of the trees. The Wolf sniffed the air as his pack mates came alongside him, tongues lolling as they panted. The wind was stale, carrying with it only the whisper of death, and, more importantly, meat.

It was an elk, an adult buck, judging by its wicked antlers. The animal was lying prone on its side, back to them, hindquarters and legs submerged in the snow. The Wolf couldn’t wait any longer. He stalked from the darkened ring of trees, advancing on the fallen elk. His stomach snarled, but instinct kept him in check while he circled the animal, sniffing the air cautiously. His pack mates followed; he could smell their impatience, their desperation. 

The Wolf sniffed at the fallen beast’s tawny fur, tail snapping back and forth, before nudging it gently with his muzzle. It did not stir. His lips peeled back, no longer able to resist the thunderous roar of his stomach. His fangs sank into cold flesh, and he began to tug.

Blinding pain. An explosion of snow and blood. The Wolf tried to howl, his mouth full of fur and flesh, as he was wrenched to one side. The elk ripped the antler free from his throat and staggered upright, its legs buckling under itself as it rose. The Wolf fell, panting and whining, but he was no longer able to rise. His pack mates snarled, leaping for their prey in unison. 

The elk came at them like a wolf itself, antlers slashing, hooves hammering. The Wolf lay in the snow, feeling his own lifeblood pump from his throat, as one by one he watched his exhausted pack mates fall before the relentless assault. He could feel the shadow of the Long Sleep passing over him.

The once-fallen elk stood triumphantly over his slain pack mates, antlers smeared with red. It turned its head to stare at him. The right half of its face was gone, stripped to bare bone. Blackened, ice-edged flesh framed teeth still clamped over a pale tongue. A sightless eye rolled loosely in its socket before slipping out, landing softly beside the elk’s hoof.

Then it turned, head wobbling precariously over a bloodless wound the Wolf had failed to notice, and lumbered into the line of trees, where it was lost to the swirling snow and the darkness of dusk.

The Wolf struggled to rise. That thing…it lived, but there had been no scent other than the faint smell of meat. Old meat. He whimpered for his pack mates, but they didn’t stir. He was so hungry. The meat was gone, walking when it shouldn’t walk, smelling of death though it hadn’t been hunted. The Wolf didn’t know what to make of it, but like the silence of the Winterwood, he wanted to run from it as far as he could. He couldn’t run any longer. At least, with blood seeping down his throat, he felt warm again, if only for a moment.

The journey was over.




Chapter One

Whispers of the Wood







Haegar left his axe embedded in the tree and stepped back. He planted one hand against his aching back and stretched, groaning softly to himself as he tried to assuage pains that he could never manage to fully banish anymore. With his hand still on his back, he turned to frown up at the sun. It had begun its westerly descent, drifting toward the sapphire edge of the flat horizon. To the east lay the heart of the Winterwood, an endless sea of stocky, solid trees, all with empty branches and obsidian bark that stretched into deep shadow beneath heavy clouds. Under those same branches, the grunts of working men and the whickers of horses played out alongside the rhythmic chopping of axes. As familiar a sound to the Winterwood as any birdsong.

“The first storm of winter,” Haza said from beside him. He leaned against the tree with arms crossed, a languid expression on his narrow face. He was a thin, bespectacled man, tall and knobby like a Winterwood tree. His long, shaggy hair was closer to a dusty brown rather than true Ruthborne red. “Do you think it’ll reach us tonight?”

Haeger glowered up at the storm. “Just our luck,” he murmured. “It’s bloodied early.” Two weeks early, in fact. They might not be able to reach the season’s quota, if they didn’t hasten. He wiped his brow with a handkerchief before shoving it back into the pocket of his gray overcoat. He reached down with gloved hands and seized the handle of his axe, nudging Haza aside before ripping it free from the flesh of the wood. “A good reason for you to start pulling your weight, aye?” It wasn’t much—his brother’s heavy coat probably weighed as much as he did. He chuckled once before swinging his axe, driving it back into the tree with a steady chop.

Haza glanced at him, a frown seeping across his face. “I’m not too keen on working through a storm, Haegar. It’s much too cold already, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t.” He didn’t look up. He continued to hack at the tree, his axe swinging back and forth with heavy whooshes. It was joined by a chorus of other blades as forty Vruskmen continued their evening work, a crescendo that climaxed with shouts of, “Falling!” and the groaning crashes of lumber. Men with saws would then cut the branches from the trees, turning them into knobby logs. 

As his own tree gave away with a splintering crack, Haegar relished the sound of it all. It was hard work. Good work. Every day, he led the men of his village, Palvast, into the Winterwood to cut down timber. Then, it would be taken to the Tagalfr, the River of Rushing Ice, and sent northward on a quest to the lumberyards. The world of Razzador was a large place, but everyone knew the best lumber came from Vrusk, and the best lumber in Vrusk came from the Winterwood. But with the wood perched on the easternmost edges of Razzador’s maps, it made it all the more coveted. It would be sold to build palaces all the way in Havasa, to fuel the shipyards of Joromor, and to all the lands beyond. As his father had been, and his grandfather before, Haegar was proud to be a man of the Winterwood. It was hard work, but work the world needed. 

“Perhaps we should head back?” Haza murmured, his eyes still on that distant line of shadow. “If it’s going to storm through the harvest festival, we should help the village prepare.”

“We are helping,” Haegar spat. “By working. Grab an axe, Haza.”

Haza sighed and sat against the tree he’d just felled. As he slung his axe over his shoulder, Haegar glowered at his brother. “What do you think you’re doing? Stop loafing. We’ve got a good hour of sunlight left.”

Though two years Haegar’s senior, Haza had always looked the younger of the Ruthborne brothers. His eyes were blue as the sky, his nose hooked, and his beard trimmed short, almost in a mockery of his otherwise long hair. There was expectation in that stare, an unspoken demand. It had always been there. “Haven’t we done enough for tonight?” he complained. “It’s dark enough, and my fingers feel ready to break off. We should be back in Palvast before that storm arrives. Think of poor Makin.” Haza nodded across the vale, toward the tiny figure taking practice swings with a crooked stick, swinging it through the air with such force he nearly toppled over.

Haegar couldn’t help but smile at the sight of his son. Makin had only nine winters, but he was already eager to prove himself a man. The boy had dropped his stick and was watching in wide-eyed fascination as the men of Palvast moved around him. He stared intently as Torvust, a giant of a man with a mane of wild black hair and shoulders wide enough to carry an entire log, demonstrated the technique of his axe swings. When the boy noticed Haegar looking, he waved eagerly.

“You shouldn’t have brought him out here,” Haza muttered, crossing his arms and drawing his fur coat tighter about him. “It’s much too cold, and there are too many sharp things. It’s no place for a young boy.”

Haegar blew out a long-suffering cloud that quickly evaporated. He raised a hand and brushed snow from his long, curling crimson beard. “He’s as old as I was when Father brought us here for the first time, aye? The boy needs to see what real Vruskmen must do to survive in this place.”

Haza plucked his spectacles from the bridge of his nose and wiped the lenses with a gloved thumb. “Father had a very poor sense of what was right for a boy. I used to think you were as miserable out here as I was, you know. Seems you grow more like him with each passing season. Hewn from the same unyielding oak.”

Haegar made no reply, not knowing if Haza meant it as insult or not. He wasn’t sure what his brother thought of old Kazzin Ruthborne, now that the man was gone. Probably not an ounce of gratitude behind that thick skull of his. With another derisive snort, he made his way to the next tree, not waiting to see if his brother would follow. 

“Papa!” came Makin’s shout. The boy came scurrying up, his eyes wide. “Let me cut down the next one! I can do it!”

Haegar swept up his son in one arm, bringing him to his shoulder, where the boy sat giggling opposite his axehead. “Oh, you think you’re big enough, aye?” He nodded up at the great, leafless giant that towered over them. The tree was like an ancient fortress, its branches walkways and parapets that had suffered no defeats, piercing the sky defiantly more than fifty paces overhead. “These trees have stood for a hundred years or more!” He fixed the boy with a serious frown. “Can the mighty Makin Ruthborne cut them down?”

“Yes!” Makin declared, his tiny face fixed with the stern seriousness of a starving wolf. Much like his father, Makin had inherited a mane of wild red hair. His skin was pale and dusted with freckles, but he had his mother’s dark, studious eyes. 

“Let’s find one suitable for you, then,” Haegar said, turning to survey the lumber camp. They’d been working to fell the Westwound Nook for the better part of the year, and Haegar was confident they’d have the valley cleared by the end of spring. Vruskmen were working along the outer ring of trees, chopping and sawing. The mules then dragged the logs to the nearby spring which would carry them westward. Eventually, a several day’s march from where they now stood, the water would join with the Tagalfr and carry the lumber into the arms of waiting merchants. It was a proud and noble work, no matter how difficult or dangerous. Despite Haza’s misgivings, Haegar knew his son would learn the importance of their duty, as he would no doubt teach his own sons one day.

Haza followed behind him as they walked through the field of stumps, a worried expression still clinging to his face like a patchy beard. “Do you remember when Father tossed you in that stream for arguing with him? I remember how long it took the color to return to your lips. I can think of a hundred better teachers than Father. And that’s in Vrusk alone.”

“Only things in life worth teaching are right here,” Haegar growled, barely able to keep the bite from his tongue. “This, Haza. Solid work. Real work. That’s what our father taught us. You can read all the books in Razzador, but not one will show you how to light a fire or skin an elk.” He sighted a young, knee-high sapling standing in the dark shadow of a towering oak. He placed Makin on the ground and held out his axe for the boy. “Here. See if you can topple this monster, aye?”

Makin grinned as he haphazardly holstered the heavy handle of the axe, wobbling with the effort. It stood nearly as tall as he did. While Haza looked on in disapproval, Haegar helped the boy steady himself and made sure that the razor-sharp axehead was well away from his face. “Hold it here, boy,” he said, adjusting his son’s hands to better grip the handle. “When you swing it, swing it good, aye? Mean it, or else the tree will turn you away. Trees don’t bow to men who don’t mean it. Right at the base. There you go.”

“Aye, Papa,” Makin muttered, his face scrunching with exaggerated concentration as he sized up the sapling. Nearby, the other workers paused in their efforts, some leaning against their axes and chuckling as they watched the display.

Haegar took a step back, nudging Haza with his elbow. He was staring at his nephew as if Makin had just been sent into the next Holy War. “It’s just a sapling,” Haegar growled. “One swing will be more than enough, even for a boy his size.”

“Children shouldn’t be playing with axes.”

“I think old Haza’s more scared of the blade than the boy,” laughed Corvil, a lanky lad who barely had six winters on Makin. 

“It’s not ‘play,’” Haegar said, nodding to Makin. “It’s work. Do it, lad.”

Makin clumsily raised the axe, chest swelling with a deep breath. Then he swung, a wild, heavy blow. He went too high, missing the base, and instead lopped off a few flimsy branches, before the axe slipped from his pudgy hands and tumbled to the ground. The Vruskmen assembled around him cheered uproariously. 

The boy turned, grinning triumphantly. “I did it, Papa!”

Pride swelled in his chest as he swept Makin back onto his shoulders. He seized the fallen branches and passed them to the boy, who held his prize aloft for all to see. “Aye,” Haegar boomed. “Not the first mighty Winterwood to be felled by a Ruthborne, and certainly not the last.”

“Unless you’re Haza Ruthborne, aye,” gibed Corvil, a look of disdain still hovering on his face. From behind, Torvust cuffed him, but some of the others snickered. Haza only flushed, clutching his arms tighter about his chest.

A frown appeared on Makin’s face as he motioned to be let down. He scurried forward to retrieve the axe, lugging it upright with some difficulty. He held it out toward Haza with both hands. “Here, uncle, you try next. It’s not scary, I promise.”

Maybe it was the sincerity on the boy’s face, or maybe it was the red climbing Haza’s pale face, but Haegar found himself taken by a gale of laughter. Haza flashed him an indignant look, but Haegar had already turned to find the next tree. “Back to work, you mangy scavengers,” he barked. “The trees won’t hew themselves.”

As he went to work, he heard Makin behind him. “Uncle, did I say something wrong?”

Haza sighed. “No, of course not. Some men are meant to be woodsmen, Makin. Others are meant to be fishermen and hunters. All work that needs your hands. But others, like me, are readers and wanderers, preferring a pair of sturdy boots to an axe. Being an explorer is a noble pursuit.”

Haegar’s good humor was quick to desert him. He set to the tree, speaking between the rhythmic chops of his swings. “Is that what you were, Haza? An explorer?”

“Among other things,” the man admitted quietly. He stepped into view, watching him swing. Makin looked between them, frowning inquisitively. “Not that you’ve ever bothered to ask.”

“Is there something to ask? Some hidden talent you’re saving in your pocket?” Haegar tried to focus on his work. It was an old argument; one they’d been having even before Haza had run away. Even as a boy, Haza had always been obsessed with seeing Razzador, from the western reaches of Vrusk, to the distant kingdoms of Havasa and Joromor. Haegar had never seen any appeal. The Winterwood was all he needed, and the wood needed him. He’d never been across the Tagalfr, much less seen the Grey Hinterlands or Vrusk’s capital, Savisdale. Haza’s obsession with the world beyond the other side of the river had never made any sense. 

“Hardly any world left to explore, aye?” boomed Torvust, who stared skyward with narrowed eyes as another tree fell before him. “Nothing beyond the western maps but endless ocean. And nothing east of the Winterwood but more Winterwood. Unless you fancy going that way, Haza, but no one whose gone beyond the Forest Heart has ever come back.” 

Haza grimaced. “Most scholars agree that the forest has to end, eventually, and that it likely just ends with more sea. I’m not interested in becoming food for bears—the west has bastions of culture and history. Monuments to kings and kingdoms past. Libraries filled with knowledge from times long lost. That’s what I want to see.” 

“You wasted half your life in the west,” Haegar grunted as he beat the tree. His axe had bitten halfway through its trunk. “Why not go east? Into the forest, beyond the maps. That’s where true adventure lies, aye? What are you waiting for, explorer?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Haza spat. He glanced down at Makin, then leveled his tone. “There’s nothing out there but trees and dust. If the cold doesn’t kill me first, the wolves certainly would. No one should go that way.”

“We appreciate the warning,” chuckled Torvust good-naturedly. 

“What would we do without you, Haza?” laughed another worker. “We’d probably leave Palvast without our coats.”

“What’ll he warn us about next?” Corvil asked excitedly, eager to add his own taunt. “A timely warning about ear-snatchers and wood-spirits? Next, he’ll tell us to pray to the God of the Highest Paths, or tell more tales about Malice.”

A hush fell over the clearing, silent save for hollow chopping. The air of merriment was swept away by the wind leaving in its wake the shadow of unease. Anger closed a molten fist in Haegar’s chest. His next axe blow fell with more force than he’d intended, flinging shards of wood in every direction.

“I won’t have you speak such nonsense,” he said, turning to face the young woodsman. “This is the Winterwood. Such stories are not welcome.”

Corvil withered. The boy was not a true Vruskman. His dark skin and hair marked him of Joromori blood. But he’d been welcomed by Palvast, as the Winterwood welcomed all who came to shelter beneath its boughs. Despite the forest’s isolation from the greater Vrusk, some traditions still prevailed. 

But as quickly as the boy was cowed, his resolve reignited. “What’s there to fear from stories, Haegar? Real or not, what does it matter?”

“Best not to speak of wicked magic,” Haza said. His face had paled. “It’s bad luck. Stories or no. Keep the Malice off your tongue.”

“You would believe it,” Corvil scoffed. “But don’t tell me you really believe in any of that shit, Haegar.” His incredulity only grew as he found the other Vruskmen watching him quietly. “You really are as superstitious as they say in the Summerlands, aren’t you?” He shook his head. “Look at you, mighty men of the Winterwood, scared of talking beasts and hungry shadows.”

“No self-respecting Vruskman believes in any of that,” Haegar grunted, casting a derisive glance toward his brother. “The only thing I have faith in is the strength of my arm and the sharpness of my axe.”

Torvust shrugged and resumed swinging at the next tree. “Strange things happen in the woods, sometimes. Doesn’t mean it’s monsters and ghosts. Men go crazy when in the shadow of the trees for too long. Still, don’t tempt fate, aye?”

“Falling!” Haegar bellowed as the tree lost its life. He watched it descend slowly, gaining momentum once its weight shifted and snapped through the remaining threads of wood that kept it alive. As it crashed, he didn’t feel the usual relief that labor brought him. “There’s too many whispers if you ask me,” he growled. It had started months ago and had only grown more intense as winter crept closer. Merchants and peddlers coming from villages deeper in the Winterwood brought strange tales with their wares. Wolves and elk approaching villages in broad daylight, men gaping at the moon, unable to remember themselves when called. A talking cat. An old man in a gray coat who disappeared when you looked at him. More troubling to Haegar were grim truths. People who drew too close to the Winterwood’s heart disappeared. He could count on two hands the number of men who’d vanished through his fifty years of life. In the last month, that number had doubled.

“People are afraid of winter, is all,” Haegar muttered as he moved on to the next tree. He could feel all eyes upon him, but he didn’t care. He began to swing. He felt like he was digging at a sore, and the pain only made his anger grow. “Frightened of hard labor and short food. Whispering stories to make excuses to go over the river until spring. It’s pathetic.” Life in the Winterwood was hard. It devoured the weak. Leaving his axe embedded in the tree, he rounded on the workers. “We’re men of the Winterwood. Strange things happen here, aye, but does that end the work that needs doing? Will you go crawling across the river like bristling cats because of a few stories?” He pointedly did not glance at Haza, but he could feel his brother’s stare intensify. Haegar didn’t care. “I won’t abandon the home my grandfathers built in the face of an early winter. We’ll weather it, as we always have. That’s what makes us the true Vruskmen, aye?”

“Aye!” The men of Palvast raised their axes as one, but behind them, the reach of the storm had lengthened. Darkness fell over the forest, and the heavy blanket of its shadow covered the Seventeen Stars with a smothering hand. A cold wind swept through the clearing, banishing the cheer as quickly as it had come. Makin whimpered softly.

Haza put a hand on the boy’s shoulder and drew him close. “Truth or superstition, at least let us agree not to speak of such frightening things in front of children, yes? Light is falling. I think our work is done for tonight.”

Haegar wrenched his axe free and met Makin’s frightened eyes. He sighed and begrudgingly agreed with Haza. “Pack camp,” he ordered. “If we leave now we’ll reach Palvast just after nightfall.” The decision irked him. He’d planned to have his men camp out here in the grove, which would have given them some time in the morning for a few more hours of work and still be home in time to prepare for the harvest festival. If there was daylight for more work, he was always of the opinion that he should be doing it. He looked up at the darkening sky and felt the faintest shiver of the cold. He scowled and adjusted his coat. “Light the torches. Keep them burning. We move quick.” It was going to be a cold night.




Chapter Two

A Familiar Sort of Cold







Haegar watched the logs drift along the surface of the stream. For a moment, the procession of mounted men around him faded away. There was only the dark surface of the water, the golden lights reflected on its face bobbing and undulating as the lumber was carried along. The stream was merely a small sliver of the Tagalfr, like a single vein of the Rushing Ice’s furious, pumping heart. The Tagalfr, the greatest river in the world, that which brought life to Vrusk. It felt good to see his own work carried along by the water, soon to be bought and sold across the entire kingdom. What he did was important. 

But the stream ran slower than the horses, especially when they raced against night’s descent. As the logs were left behind, Haegar turned his attention to the road ahead. It ran westward, alongside the stream. The Winterwood enveloped them, thick even alongside the paved thoroughfare. Though without their summer emerald coats, the trees were still tall and imposing. Patches of snow painted them gray and white, their silvery bark glinting faintly as the torches swept past. A trail of embers followed the horsemen, illuminating the flecks of snow slowly drifting from a veiled sky.

All was quiet save for the tap, tap of hooves on old, weathered cobblestones buried in a fine layer of snow, and the creaking wheels of the carts that the mules pulled. Haegar raised his torch and watched his breath materialize before him in soft puffs. With his other hand, he gently stroked Heartwood’s mane, muttering praise for the stalwart horse. Though the old stallion had carried him along this path countless times, Haegar had never once lost his appreciation for the serenity of the journey.

The pristine silence was abruptly shattered by Haza’s voice. “Do you think there’s any credence to it?”

Haegar blinked, startled as he was snapped back into reality. He glanced at his brother, who’d brought his own horse up alongside him. A worried, wide-eyed stare hovered on Haza’s pale face. “Credence to what?” he asked in a hushed voice. 

“The rumors?” Haza replied earnestly, his voice a hissing whisper. “Any of them. We’ve been hearing about this for weeks now, and they’re not fading. More and more people pass through Palvast every day. They are leaving the Winterwood.”

There was no assuaging Haza when the man latched onto something. He’d always been overly interested in the old religions. Haegar shook his head. “Ghosts among the trees. The Malice driving animals mad. Vengeful gods walking night-drenched paths.” He shook his head. “You sound like Mother. She was always scared of the woods.”

“With reason,” Haza muttered.

Haegar’s fingers tightened around Heartwood’s reins. “And yet, she never left. There’s no truth to any of it, Haza. The Winterwood breaks men that aren’t strong enough for it. Cold winters and long nights, that’s the hallmark of our home. These nonsense stories are the excuses of those who cannot stay.” He leaned over Heartwood and spat into the water. These rumormongers who came to Palvast, if Haegar managed to get his hands on any of them, he’d show them a real monster of the forest.

Haza’s eyes narrowed, but his head swiveled to face the road ahead of them. A creeping pool of gold and red slowly revealed the path, rolling back the darkness on the surrounding trees only moments before they passed. “Perhaps you should think of your children, Haegar. Even if there is no truth to these nonsense stories, as you call them, the winters here are too harsh. What harm would there be in crossing the Tagalfr for a season? There will be plenty of trees to cut come spring.”

A younger Haegar might’ve shouted at his brother. Might’ve even struck him, had he been drinking. But Haegar didn’t drink any more. And I am not Father, no matter what Haza might think. He made himself exhale slowly. “We’ve had this discussion too many times, haven’t we? If you want to leave Palvast, you’re welcome to it. Stop using my children as an excuse, Haza. They’re Vruskmen of the Winterwood, and here is where they’ll stay.” He glanced over his shoulder. Makin was dozing behind him, his cheek pressed against Haegar’s back, breaths escaping in tiny, gentle puffs. 

“So they can die here?” Haza demanded in a soft growl. “Like our parents did? Like you will?”

The man was pushing him. Haegar forgot to measure his breaths. “There’s no shame in dying, Haza. We all must, eventually. Not even the gods of Joromor could keep you alive forever. I live an honest and hard life, and I do my work well. What more could I want for my children? I wish you’d given Father’s life a try. You’re built for it. You’re a Ruthborne, just like me.” As hard as that is to believe, sometimes.

Haza shook his head. “None of you understood me. Not even Mother.”

“We knew you were stubborn,” he muttered. He shut his eyes for a moment and tilted his head back, letting the quiet of the forest descend once more. The creak of the wagon wheels, the snorting and shuffling of the horses. The sound of his own breaths. How could a Vruskman wish to be anywhere else?

“What’s wrong, Makin?” Haza asked quietly. 

He looked back with a frown as Makin raised his head. The boy rubbed one eye sleepily and stared uncertainly up at the sky overhead. The light of the stars had vanished, now, as the storm crept slowly in their wake, the wind ushering it to swallow the sky. “It’s dark,” the boy murmured.

Haegar opened his mouth to offer comfort, but it was Haza who spoke first. “I know of another boy who hated the dark. Have you ever heard of Kama’Thrail, before?”

As his son shook his head, Haegar turned his eyes back on the road. “Kama’Thrail hated the dark,” his brother continued, “and where he lived, it was dark all the time, except for the stars. There weren’t always just seventeen, you know.”

“Really?” Makin’s voice was breathless. 

“There were eighteen,” Haza said. The man had a strange thrill in his voice. He’d always been far too absorbed in stories, even as a boy himself. “Eighteen Stars to light the sky. Kama’Thrail always thought that was far too few—it was always dark where they lived. Never morning, never evening, just an endless night. His mother would trip on her way back from the well, spilling their water down the hill. Over and over she’d try to climb, and, as a boy, Kama’Thrail would watch. 

“Then, one day, after his mother broke her leg trying to climb, Kama’Thrail had to go up to fetch the water himself. As he fumbled through the dark, he grew furious with the stars and cursed them for their feeble light. In return, they mocked him, for they were far overhead, safe from his wrath. But while the stars laughed, Kama’Thrail went to the stable and wove a rope from the hair of their horses. With it, he crept to the top of the hill and hid behind the well so the stars would not see him. After he’d tied a loop in the rope, he suddenly sprang out from hiding and threw it around one of the stars. It fought him and pulled back, but Kama’Thrail had grown strong carrying the water, and he wrenched the star from its throne in the dark.

“Using all his strength, he pulled it to Razzador and tied it to the earth. It was so massive that it lit the day, and we know it now as the sun. Every evening, the sun tries to sneak back to rejoin the Seventeen Stars, but Kama’Thrail pulls it back every morning. He’d become a tall and valiant god, who—”

“Enough,” Haegar snarled. He twisted his head toward Haza, and a glimpse of Makin’s enraptured face only stoked his ire. “Bad enough you fill his head with stories, but now you’re talking about gods?”

“It’s just a parable, Haegar,” Haza murmured.

“There are no gods,” Haegar said, talking now to his son, who stared back at him wide-eyed. “Never was such a thing, never will be. We forge our own paths through life, aye? Sometimes it gets dark, but the light always comes back again. You must be strong, and not be afraid.” He looked forward. “There’s nothing else to it.”

Haza went quiet. When Haegar turned again, he found his brother had steered his horse to the back of the procession. He shook his head. Haza was a lost cause, even if neither of them could admit it. 

He’d left the Winterwood after only his eighteenth winter, crossing the Tagalfr at Farrenhall and forging a path west. Haegar had never cared to learn where he’d gone or what he’d been doing in the intervening twenty years; he’d been too busy raising his own family and caring for their parents. He’d buried his mother beneath the old tree they’d played in as boys. The letters Haegar had sent for his brother to tell him of her death had gone unanswered. But then, after two decades of silence, Haza had returned. Destitute. Broken. He’d begged their father to let him return and work as a woodsman. Haegar had immediately wanted to turn Haza back to wherever he’d crawled from, and he’d been so certain his father would say the same. But old Kazzin Ruthborne had done something Haegar had never seen him do before, not even when his wife passed. He’d wept. Wept for the son who’d abandoned him. And then he’d let him stay. Less than a season later, they’d buried Kazzin alongside their mother.

For five years, Haegar had carried out his father’s final, unspoken wish and let Haza stay in household, eat his food, and live alongside his wife and children. His brother had never shown any gratitude, not to their father, not to Haegar. He seemed to want nothing more than to leave the Winterwood again, but this time take his family with him. As if he suddenly cared about what happened to his family. 

Calm, Haegar told himself. His deep breathing was starting to prove ineffective. He watched frosty air rise before him and fade against the black sky. Be calm. This is not a fight worth having again.

If Haza chose to leave the Winterwood, Haegar would not welcome him back again. Haza could live an honest life alongside Haegar’s family, or he could go west and do whatever selfish thing caught his eye. Haegar didn’t care anymore. He would just enjoy the silence of the wood, the gentle serenity of his home.

Silence.

Haegar opened his eyes again, his heart fluttering with a sudden unease. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but now that he was listening, the absence became more notable. Where were the animals? Night in the Winterwood was always a raucous affair. Moose and elk would sing to each other as they crashed through the forest, while howling wolves would track their paths. Swarms of chittering bats and chattering squirrels, the skittering of rats and possums and foxes were ceaseless. But now he heard nothing. Only a deep and unmoving stiffness, like that of a corpse.

The storm rumbled behind them. Haegar glanced back, wondering if he could catch a glimpse of the lightning. And he did see a flicker, only it was bright crimson. He frowned. Crimson? Was that what he’d seen…? There it was again. A flash of red, but low to the ground, bleeding through the intertwining branches of the trees. He frowned as it flickered a third time. He’d never seen anything like that before. What was it?

“Finally,” Torvust boomed, causing him to start. “I need my bed like I need a frosted ale.”

Haegar looked forward again and found that the end of their journey had appeared. Palvast was visible long before they reached it, like a cluster of the Seventeen Stars fallen to kindle the forest floor. The lights of the town seemed to finally banish the air of unease that had been following the Vruskmen since nightfall, and it was now laughter and raucous shouts that trailed Haegar as he led them up to the tall, wooden walls that encircled the town. He felt better already, freed from that strange uncertainty that had taken hold. I’m spending too much time around Haza.

“Hail!” called a man from atop the wall, raising a torch above the sealed wooden gate. Much like the walls around it, it was composed of large, formidable gray stakes, standing twice as tall as any man. “Who’s there?” the guard demanded, hefting his torch higher as the procession slowed before the gate. “Trespassers? Thieves?”

“Get on with it, Sorvak, you eyeless goat,” bellowed Torvust as he cupped his hands to his mouth. “You know full well who it is.”

Sorvak huffed indignantly and stroked his long gray beard with his free hand. With his thick brown coat hanging heavy over his shoulders, spectacles gleaming in the torchlight, he resembled a bearded turtle poking its head hesitantly into the night. “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t,” he croaked. “Can’t be too careful of strangers these days, aye?”

Torvust laughed. “You’ll have to be careful of my axe if you make us stand in the cold a moment longer.”

“Maybe you are Torvust,” the old man scowled, “or maybe you’re some foul spirit who’s mastered his bitter temperament. I’d best hear some manners before I can let you in.”

While the other men laughed, Haegar nudged Heartwood closer to the gate. “Sorvak,” he called sharply, “we’ve got a boy here who’s cold enough already. Save your banter for the tavern.”

Sorvak bobbed his head and withdrew. The groaning of old rope and wood followed, and a puff of snow rose steadily as the town’s gate swung inward, revealing pools of light beyond. Haegar sighed as he spurred Heartwood into motion and led his men home. Once the wagons cleared the gate, Sorvak closed it behind them, shutting off the night and the Winterwood.

Haegar reached over and pulled Makin into his lap before he dismounted. He smiled as he held his sleeping son against his shoulder. The exhausted woodsmen began to strip down their horses and lead them to their stables, speaking softly as they trudged through nearly five inches of snow.

Haegar looked across Palvast as his own fatigue settled over him like a smothering, too-heavy cloak. The town was slumbering; quiet save for the returning workers and Sorvak, who had settled back into his perch on the walkway along the wall, his eyes on the night. Tall buildings, all fashioned from broad logs, lined the snow-buried street. Lampposts of solid iron lit the way through the town, and the flames flickering timidly in their heads revealed the gentle veil of snow falling slowly, quietly, to dust the town. The thatched roofs of Palvast were now turned white, save for the soft glow of the lamps. 

The stream filtered beneath the wall, which had a gap at its base large enough to let its water bound cargo pass under it. The stream would cut out the other side of Palvast to travel another five miles through the Winterwood before finally reaching the Tagalfr. Other than the work of men, its gentle burble was the only true noise.

Haegar’s smile faded. He looked up at the black sky and the tops of a few trees silhouetted against it. Their bare peaks reaching over the wall like the claws of wretched men, reaching for aid that would never come. It’s still so quiet, he thought. His shudder had nothing to do with the cold. “Haza,” he called to his brother. The man was struggling with his saddle straps. “Take Makin inside and put him to bed. I’ll be right behind you after I put away the horses.”

Haza frowned as he accepted his slumbering nephew in both arms. “Is something wrong?”

“No.” Haegar readjusted his coat. “It’s just a cold night, is all.” Haza regarded him for a moment, then nodded and departed without protest, shuffling across the pale pools of torchlight that led deeper into Palvast.

Haegar turned and watched his men, who were unloading the last of their supplies from the wagons. “Torvust,” he said, stepping closer to the tall, dark-haired man. “Put another guard up there with Sorvak tonight. Keep an eye on the road until dawn, aye?”

Torvust’s heavy brow rose in surprise. “Don’t tell me the rumors have you on edge, too?”

He glowered. “It’s just to put my brother’s fears to rest. Just for one night. We have many cold nights ahead of us through the winter. I can’t have us be anything other than confident in our own safety. We have to fulfill those work orders for old Varkoth. If we must bend a little with the wind, so be it.”

With a heavy hand, Torvust reached out and clasped his shoulder, a soft smile pulling apart the frenzied mane of his beard. “You’re doing a fine job, Haegar. When we’re through to spring, we’ll have this lot shaped into a fine crop of woodsmen. Your father would be proud.”

Haegar had to force a smile. “Let’s see what comes of this winter, aye?” With cowards bringing wild stories into Palvast from the east, and Haza with his fantasies of the west, what little hope he had was fast depleting. But the work would continue. It was the only thing that mattered.




• • •




Haza trudged slowly through the snow, his precious burden clutched tightly to his chest. Exhaustion clung to him like a bundle of chains, weighing down his shoulders and knees. Most days, he refused to admit he was getting old. But tonight…old blood help him, but he could feel it.

That frightened him. Fifty years was a long time to walk Razzador, but he felt like he’d seen less than a tenth of what the world had to show him. He’d seen more than enough of the Winterwood. He didn’t like the cold—it was like a set of freezing jaws, gnawing incessantly on his bones. The dark was no better, either, and there was plenty of both to be found here.

He was getting old. He was running out of time to explore the world. So why am I still here? What am I waiting for?

The house the Ruthborne family shared sat in a dark corner of Palvast, near the western gate that would lead on to Farrenhall and the river, if one followed the road long enough. It was no different than any of the other dwellings; sturdy and tough, built by the hands of Haza’s long-dead forefathers. The first pilgrims to step warily into the Winterwood had become expert craftsmen, wresting for themselves a life within the harsh forest. 

Frost covered the single window that stood beside the wooden door, and the path that normally led up to the porch was buried beneath the snow. As the wind crawled across his back, Haza pushed the door open to find darkness on the other side. He closed it just as thunder rumbled. Shivering, he crept silently forward, all too aware of every creak of the floorboards beneath him.

He lit a candle and moved down the hall, past the room that Haegar shared with his wife, Tayja, and then past the one that had become his own domain. The last room at the end of the hall was where he found Rala, five years younger than her brother, already asleep. She was curled up in a ball, nestled in a veritable mountain of heavy fur blankets, her long dark hair fanned about her freckle-dusted face. Haza lifted the blankets and gently placed Makin beside her, resting his head against the pillow. He hummed to himself as he tucked them both back in, careful not to disturb their slumber. Then he stepped back, and for a moment, he watched his niece and nephew beneath the flickering candlelight.

Had he ever had a similar peace with his own brother? Haegar had always been fierce and stubborn, even as a boy. Haza could remember quivering before him, stepping lightly so as to not bring his brother’s wrath upon himself. He wondered if little Makin would grow to treat his sister the same way, one day.

Haza turned to creep back the way he’d come, but a soft voice made him stop in the doorway. “Papa? Is that you?” He turned to see Makin sitting up, his eyes still squeezed shut.

“No, it’s your Uncle Haza,” he said. “We’re back home now. You’re with your sister.”

Makin frowned. His voice was groggy. “Is it morning yet?”

“Not quite.” Haza raised a finger to his lips. “Everyone is sleeping now. Go back to sleep.”

“Uncle, were you really scared of the axe?” Makin’s eyes were still sealed shut against the candlelight, but his lip was wobbling. 

Haza swallowed a sigh. “Sometimes it’s all right to be scared, Makin. There’s no shame in it.”

The boy nodded. “I’m sorry they laughed at you.”

“Ah…” Haza blinked, taken aback. “It- it’s all right, Makin. Get some rest now.”

“Goodnight, Uncle.” Makin flopped back into his blankets and snuggled against his sister.

“Goodnight.” Haza smiled as he turned, and he blew out the candle’s flame with a soft puff. No, Makin was nothing like his father. And he never would be, if Haza had any say in the matter. He wouldn’t let Haegar do to his own children what their own father had done to them. It wasn’t right. Razzador was a harsh enough world on its own; there was no need for men to force it further.

Haza staggered into his own room, where he collapsed into bed and was swiftly swallowed by the darkness surrounding him. He dreamed of cold winds and distant storms, but their shadows never grew close enough to disturb his rest. Instead, when he opened his eyes, he felt refreshed. Light filtered through the window beside his bed, painting the flower-embroidered blankets with streaks of gold. 

He groaned in protest of the morning, rolling over on his side to pursue sleep. But his wracking shivers were enough to banish it entirely. He grimaced and opened his eyes again. He couldn’t get used to these cold mornings. The chill of the Winterwood never left a man. It clung to his soul like icy spiderwebs. 

He sat up, his stockinged feet slapping against wood that felt like ice, and he stood beside the window to dress himself in a vain attempt to capture more heat. The sun’s light felt about as useless for warmth as the Seventeen Stars.

Haza shouldered the cold in bitter silence, but he wrapped himself in two woolen shirts before he donned his coat. He sat down on the edge of his bed to rub the last vestiges of sleep from his eyes before placing his spectacles on the bridge of his nose and blinking blearily at the room around him.

It was a small corner of the Ruthborne house, more closet than bedroom, and it felt as much like a home. Despite the presence of his every possession, he still felt like he was waking in a stranger’s bed, and alone at that, as if he were some sneaking intruder. A set of bookshelves lined either wall alongside him, filled to overflowing with the books he’d collected over his travels. Some were as ancient as Vrusk itself, dating back to the elder years of Razzador, when the mighty kingdom had been little more than a cluster of villages and no one had ever dared cross the Tagalfr. Haza found himself with little time to read anymore, though. The work of a laborer was a demanding one, and what little free time was given to him was usually spent sleeping. He was simply too tired to consider doing anything else.

As his eyes traced the weathered, leather-bound spines of his collection, he felt that familiar itch again. I need to travel. Even admitting as much sent a trill of excitement through his stomach. His journeys had taken him to every major city in Vrusk, and then through much of Havasa as well. He’d flitted from place to place like a bird trying to outrun the changing seasons, never staying quite long enough for winter to catch him. There had simply been too much to see, and so little time, to stay in one place. 

I’d like to see more of Joromor, he mused as he stood and started for his bedroom door. He could forget the cold and the ache in his bones as thoughts of adventure filled him. I’d go further north, this time, I think. I’d like to see the Mountain of the Highest Path. And maybe cross the Blistering Sea. There was too much of Razzador for any one man to see in his lifetime, but by his blood how he wanted to try. It had been near the Joromori border that the last of his fortune had run out, and with no other place to go, he’d gone home. Back to the Winterwood.

Before he reached the door, the smell of eggs and bacon reached him, and he forgot his melancholy and eagerly made his way down the hall and into the dining room.

“Morning, Haza,” said Tayja without looking back at him. She was busy at the stove, maintaining a careful vigil over a half dozen pots. “Haegar said you lot managed to clear half the Westwound Nook yesterday. I think that’s deserving of a proper breakfast, don’t you?”

“Don’t tempt me,” Haza said, fighting a yawn as he approached the dining room table. “With the festival tomorrow night, I’m not sure where I’ll have room for it.” He had no intention of skipping a meal, of course, but it was polite to bemoan one’s growling stomach while doing nothing to slow it.

“I’m sure you’ll find it, in the end,” Tayja chuckled.

He frowned at the table in front of him. Of its five seats, only his was now occupied. “Where are the children?” 

Tayja, still engrossed in her work, didn’t look back at him, but her voice was merry as she spoke. “Still sleeping. No need to rouse them before breakfast is ready, aye? Especially not poor Makin. How did he do yesterday?”

“He was excited. Eager to learn his father’s craft. And Haegar couldn’t have been prouder.” Haza suspected his brother cared only to see his son following what he considered to be the proper path of a Vruskman. 

“Good.” Tayja turned, bearing a plate laden with eggs and bacon in either hand. She beamed at him, and Haza felt more at ease. Though he’d never met his bloodless-sister before she’d joined the Ruthborne family, Tayja was, in his opinion, a most welcome addition. She was a tall and fluid woman, as quick to laugh as she was to temper, and never taking either seriously. There was a gentle grace to the way she moved and spoke, putting her immediately, and noticeably, at odds with the stiff, heavyset people around her. That, coupled with her dark skin, hair, and eyes, marked her as Havasan—not of the Winterwood, nor of Vrusk, at all. 

And Haegar thinks I spend too much time around foreigners. Haza smiled privately to himself. He felt a stab of jealousy, too. In the ten years she’d been here, Tayja seemed to have adapted easily to the harsh, icy hand of the Winterwood. After traveling the world, how could she be so content to stay in a place like this? Why had the people of Palvast accepted her so readily? Haza had never found even half as much acceptance in his own birthplace as this woman had. 

He didn’t voice any of his frustrations, instead smiling as she laid his plate before him. “Thank you, as always,” he muttered. “I think Haegar would be content to feed us snow and bark, if not for you.”

“He’d probably think it tastes better, too,” Tayja laughed. 

Haza quickly settled into breakfast, devouring the bacon in three bites as Tayja set out three additional plates and poured milk into waiting clay cups. “Where is Haegar?” he asked from around a mouthful of egg.

“Hunting,” she answered. For a moment, her eyes narrowed, but only for a moment. “They’re still after a prize buck for tomorrow’s feast. They’ve been trying for the better part of a week, now. Game has been scarcer of late, apparently.”

Haza shrugged. He knew nothing of hunting, having adamantly refused to participate with either his father or Haegar over the years. “Probably moving north to escape the winter,” he said. He’d never liked venison anyway. If a buck couldn’t be found in time, they’d slaughter one of the old cows. Either way, the feast was going to fill him so full that he wouldn’t eat until spring.

Tayja left the room to fetch her children, leaving Haza alone with his steaming plate. He stared down at it for a moment before his eyes were inevitably pulled upward, as they always were when he sat at this table. A narrow doorway led off the kitchen, through which was the living room and the front door. He could see the leather couch beside the hearth, where the family spent their frigid evenings snuggled together. The solitary chair nearby was where Haza would sit, on the rare occasion he had time to find himself with a book.

It was the thing above the hearth that drew Haza’s eye. The painting hadn’t existed before Haza left Palvast, which meant Haegar had commissioned it sometime later. It depicted Kazzin and Raina Ruthborne—Haza’s parents. In somber hues of yellow and gray, they stood together before a blazing fireplace, holding to each other. They looked old, older than Haza remembered them. It must be how Haegar remembered them.

Raina looked meek and tired, her blue eyes lowered and her face creased in a worried frown. It didn’t look like the mother Haza recalled, a gentle and caring woman who tended to Palvast’s sick and elderly, who’d always had a welcome shoulder for Haza to cry upon. This fragile painting was but a shadow compared to the real Raina, a half-formed recollection and nothing more.

Kazzin Ruthborne, however, had been captured with frightening reality. Kazzin towered over his wife, and his shadow seemed to fill the room. His face was broad and pale, and a flat nose sat beneath blazing, sapphire eyes. The hair on his head was white, but his beard was still streaked with pale red. The lines on his face made his expression seem sallow and tired, save for a scowl that was anything but. It was every bit as frightening here as it had been in life. Haza had often felt the sting of those eyes, the warning in that frown. It had been the herald to anything from a shouted tirade, a heavy strike, or simply a silent glower of disappointment. 

From beyond the reach of life and time, those eyes still followed Haza. He could feel his father’s anger trailing his every step. And every time he sat down to eat, that phantom stare only became more heightened. For years, he’d suffered his father’s enduring anger. The only escape had been to abandon the Winterwood entirely. 

So why, then, did that pristine image of his father clash so readily with the Kazzin Ruthborne that he’d found upon his return home? That man had wept to see him. That man had accepted him back into his home. That man had eyes wrought of guilt, rather than rage, but he’d slipped from Razzador before Haza had found the courage to ask him why. Why had his father, who’d hated him, let him come back?

Troubled, Haza gathered his dishes and moved around the table, putting his back to the painting. It was a little better. But before he could resume his breakfast, Tayja returned, leading his niece and nephew by their hands. “Uncle!” Rala squealed. She broke free of her mother’s grasp and rushed around the table. Haza stood and spread his arms wide, and she leapt at him. He swept her up as she giggled and spun her around. “Again!” she cried as soon as he stopped. 

“Maybe after you’ve had something to eat,” Haza said as he plopped her in the chair beside him. He nudged her stomach with his forefinger. “I can hear your tummy growling from here.”

Rala frowned in suspicion and wrapped her tiny arms about her chest. She’d inherited her mother’s dark skin and hair, but her eyes—a biting and frigid blue—were those of a true Ruthborne. 

Makin, who sat himself stiffly in the chair beside his sister, stared studiously at his plate. Haza frowned. The boy’s enthusiasm from the previous evening was gone, replaced by a source-less disappointment that clouded his face.

“You’d best eat,” Haza remarked, pointing with his spoon. “You wouldn’t want your Mama’s excellent cooking to grow cold, would you?”

Makin ignored him, turning instead to his mother, who’d finally sat with her own plate beside him. “Did Papa go without me?”

Tayja’s eyes narrowed slightly. She’d clearly been expecting this. “He did,” she said after a moment’s hesitation. “He wanted to get an early start, Makin. We’ve not much time before the harvest festival; he couldn’t wait.”

Makin’s expression only darkened. “He promised he would take me with him.”

Of course he did, Haza thought incredulously. To complement the axe he’d already shoved haphazardly into his son’s hands, now it would be a bow with razor arrows strung across it. What could possibly be the harm?

“We were out all day in the cold yesterday, weren’t we?” he pointed out. “Look forward to spending a day in the warmth of the village. Colder days are still to come, with winter almost here. Besides, your mother could use some help with the preparations.”

Makin threw him a withering look while Rala drummed the butt of her spoon against the tabletop. “Play in the snow, play in the snow!” she chanted merrily.

When Makin, a glower still on his face, failed to be stirred by the promise of snow and fun, Tayja sighed softly and shook her head. “You can take this up with your father when he gets home, if you wish. This was his promise, not mine.”

“You should make him keep his promises,” the boy muttered.

They sat together in silence for a time after that. Haza slowly and deliberately ate the rest of his breakfast, mulling over his nephew’s foul mood. He couldn’t imagine being so excited about a day spent shivering in ankle-deep snow, trying to be as quiet and still as possible for hours on end. It seemed the opposite of what a young boy should want to do. And yet… Perhaps he just wishes to spend more time with his father. Ill company, in Haza’s opinion.

From across the room, the unblinking eyes of his father continued to frown.

“Makin,” Tayja said as she stood and reached for his empty plate. “Why don’t you take your sister to the stream for a while? Make snowmen to guard the walls, aye? Just don’t go into the water, and stay on this side of the gates.”

Makin’s stare was full of the miserable reluctance that only a young boy could muster. “Mama, do I have to? I was going to stand on the wall and watch for Papa.”

Haza chuckled and crossed his arms. “You’ll know he’s returned when you hear his voice booming through every corner of Palvast. Go on now. Mind your mama.”

“Aye, uncle,” Makin murmured sullenly. He stood and beckoned for his sister, then waited by the front door with a glower plastered on his face as Rala insisted on hugging both Haza and Tayja before she would follow him outside.

Haza clucked his tongue as the door slammed shut behind them. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his pipe. It was an old, weathered thing, of Havasi craftsmanship. He’d purchased it while visiting the dock at a port-city, and its clay sides were chiseled with the images of ships on frozen waves, their sails forever outstretched. “Your son will have his father’s temper ere he’s grown,” he muttered as he lit his pipe.

Tayja dropped the dishes in the washbasin. She cast a glower over one shoulder as the first puffs of smoke began to rise. “Haven’t I told you not to use that sun-blighted thing in my house?”

He frowned from around his pipe before taking another pull. Its heat filled his lungs as he breathed deeply. “It warms the soul, it does. ‘Forgive a man his vices when the winter starts to cling to his bones.’ Akarama said that, you know. The greatest of your philosophers.”

“You could still do it outside.”

Haza’s eyebrows rose. “In the cold? That defeats the purpose. I’ll be brief, on my blood.” He adamantly kept the pipe clamped firmly between his teeth. Once a decision was made, one couldn’t go back on it, right? That was how he’d always tried to live his life.

Tayja shook her head as she took to washing the dishes. “You two are more alike than either of you’d care to admit. Stubborn old men. And Makin too, if he’s not quite so withered yet. He shares your old, stubborn soul.”

Stubborn? Haza’s puffing came more steadily, indignant. “What do you think of Haegar bringing young Makin to all these dangerous places? First it was trekking to the Tagalfr with the lumber, then to cutting down trees themselves. Now he’s telling the boy he’ll take him hunting? He’s only seen nine winters, you know.”

“I trust Haegar’s instincts.” Tayja shrugged. “If he says Makin’s ready, and if Makin wants to go, then he will go. There’s nowhere safer for him than by his father’s side.”

“Debatable,” Haza muttered, continuing to puff on his pipe. He blew a ring of smoke from between his lips and watched it fizzle away. “I’m glad Makin will spend the day here, with his family. That’s what this festival is supposed to be about, right?”

“And what will you be doing to help out?” Tayja asked. “Mayor Garvim was looking for volunteers to help set out the tables in the town square. He’s says we should expect to see more than three hundred people from both sides of the wood.”

Haza let his lip curl. Tugging heavy tables and chairs through the snow sounded only marginally less appealing than hunting with Haegar. “I thought I’d stay home and do some reading.” It really had been too long. “Seems like a nice, quiet day for it.”

“I wish I could join you,” Tayja said as she began to store the cleaned dishes back in the cupboard. What was that side-eyed look for? “But I’m going to be cooking all day today and tomorrow. Anyone who fancies themselves good with the stove will be at it.”

“Will there be a contest again?” he asked eagerly. “For the pie?”

Tayja glanced at him and smirked. “Aye.”

“Not that there’s ever much competition,” he winked. “But even if you’re the clear winner, it’s still my solemn duty to taste every contender. Don’t worry, though, you’ll always have my fullest support.”

“It’s appreciated,” she remarked, not slowing in her work.

Haza lowered his pipe and finally extinguished it before placing it back in his coat pocket. He steepled his hands on the tabletop and leaned forward, studying his gnarled knuckles with worried scrutiny. Stubborn old man. Boil my blood, but when did I become that? “Do you ever miss home, Tayja?”

“Hmm?” She paused, one hand on her hip as she regarded him with a raised brow. “I am home, Haza.”

“I meant Havasa. You grew up in Sivilan, yes?” It was Havasa’s capital and had been among the first places he’d traveled to during his pilgrimage across Razzador. It was a warm and splendid place, one of the richest, most modern cities in the world. “We were there at the same time, I believe, before you left for Vrusk. A pity we did not cross paths back then. Isn’t that interesting, though? It makes the world feel so much smaller than it really is.”

Tayja pulled out a chair and sat back down at the table. She frowned at him. “I do miss it, in a way. It was home, once, and I suppose it always will be, in some fashion, no matter where I might go.” A grimace crossed her face. “I was forced to leave, Haza. It wasn’t safe for a woman to walk those streets any longer, not with the rebellion turning from sparks to flame.” A soft sigh escaped her lips. “Why? Do you miss it too?”

“It’s not my home.” Haza puffed. The riots had been intensifying when he’d left Sivilan. He’d been tempted to stay, to witness history as it unfolded. He wondered if there were any books written on the event, yet.

“You’re allowed to miss it,” Tayja said with a small smile. “It doesn’t have to be the place of your birth to be your home. You’re not happy here, Haza. You never have been.”

Haza opened his mouth to protest, but instead he closed it again as he considered the steady, curious expression on the woman’s face. “I’ve never considered my own happiness to be terribly important. That’s why I’m here.”

“Why did you come back, really?” Tayja asked. She met his eyes, and a shadow passed over her face. Haza’s stomach twisted. He recognized that look, that ever-so-faint displeasure. It was the air of unwelcome that permeated the whole of Palvast. That sense of truth, that he did not belong. 

He could only bring himself to shrug. It was a decision he’d questioned many times, but a part of him was still certain it was the right one. “I…thought my parents might’ve needed me. So I came back to help them. And you.”

“You didn’t know I was here,” she corrected sternly. “Me or the children. It was just Kazzin, and Haegar took care of him well enough. That’s not why you came.”

Haza narrowed his eyes. What little comfort breakfast and his pipe had brought him withered away. He could feel the cold again. “I offered what help I could. I knew what Haegar must’ve gone through while I was gone.”

Tayja sniffed as she stood. “How could you? You were gone twenty years, Haza. We buried your mother without you. A month later, and we would’ve done the same for your father. You needed somewhere to go, aye? You didn’t have any other choice.”

“Maybe I didn’t,” Haza growled, crossing his arms over his chest as he glowered up at her. “But that didn’t change that I missed my family. I wanted to see them again.”

The woman turned back to her stove, putting a few more pots atop it. “And you were welcomed back, aye? A fine job you’ve done of repaying that kindness with your endless complaints every day for these last five, miserable years.” 

He felt like he’d been slapped. “Haegar never welcomed me back.”

Tayja rounded on him. “What’s wrong with you, Haza? My husband let you stay here even after Kazzin’s passing. All he asks of you is to participate in our way of life. If you hate it here, why have you stayed? If you don’t want to leave, why won’t you carry your weight? Even the children work harder than you.”

Haza stood slowly, his anger mounting like pipe smoke in his chest. “That’s not fair, Tayja. I work just as hard as anyone here, and you know that. I’m not made for life in this place, but I do my best. I get enough shit thrown at me by your husband, don’t I?”

“I’m not trying to hurt you, Haza,” Tayja said, her voice as stern as her flashing eyes. “I just don’t think you should complain about things you’re unwilling to fix, aye? If you want to leave, nothing’s stopping you. Cross Farrenhall and live further west. Go to Joromor. Go to Havasa. Or wherever else you could possibly want to go. But if you want to stay with us, you’re welcome, Haza. But you must be a part of this family.”
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