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Cold Comfort




Ilaria looked up from her knitting when she heard
Machek mumble goodnight. Vibrant reds and golds—warrior's
colors—escaped from between his cupped hands as he hurried toward
the bedroom at the back of their house.

"Good for nothing husband!" she yelled. "You're
dreaming away all our profits!"

Machek turned to face Ilaria. Drops of water plopped
onto the wood floor as the ice holding the dream melted between his
warm hands. "I'm the one who captures these dreams. I'm the one who
risks my life in the deepest nivkhan, far out on the ice,
chopping the snow away to free them."

He stared down at the shifting colors pouring from
the dream. "You don't face the Sibriki winter nights without
sturdy walls around you. You've never had to fight off a hungry
wolf, or find your way through snow blowing so hard it cuts your
face. A man deserves a little comfort when he comes home." He
glared at Ilaria.

Ilaria rested a shoulder against a wall in the rough
wooden hallway and said, "For three months, when the dreams are
frozen, you have some risk. But, come muus ustar, when the
season is over, you come back here and expect to live like a Tsar!"
She straightened up and raised her voice, stabbing her finger into
her chest. "I have to get the best price I can from all your
harvest, or summer won't be so full of comfort," she warned.

Machek shrugged then shuffled off toward their
bedroom. Ilaria bit her tongue. What good would arguing do? It was
the man's duty to risk and provide, the woman's job to take care of
everything else.

Ilaria walked back into the front room, her anger
draining out of her as quickly as spring rains melted old snow. It
wasn't Machek's fault no one had come by that evening. Town people
trusted bars and locks instead of Ilaria and her Wards. Even her
own sons wouldn't buy dreams for her grandchildren. None of them
had followed Machek in his trade, seeking out the Northern lights
dancing on the snow, mining the dreams found there. Instead, they
took money from foreigners, guiding trips across the ice.

Ilaria wrapped her knit shawl closer around her
shoulders and walked over to the fireplace. Her knees cracked as
she bent down to poke at the coals. Not much heat left. She looked
at the stack of unburned logs next to the hearth. Nem. She
couldn't afford to burn any more wood tonight.

Sighing, she leaned on the fire iron to push herself
straight. A sudden gust rattled the wooden shutters over the front
windows, making her jump. She snorted at herself. Fool. Didn't use
to start at the slightest noise. Didn't used to be afraid of
anything.

An image of herself carrying a spear over her
shoulder as she crossed the ice came to her. Distant mountains
threw harsh shadows, lines severe enough to sharpen a dagger on.
Gusting winds swirled thick blue-black snow as she walked.

Ilaria pushed the images away. What had brought them
on? She hadn't thought about her girlhood dreams for years, not
since her mother had forced her to swallow a sensible dream of
marriage and babies. Was she so old now that the levelheaded ideas
imposed on her had worn off?

Ilaria remembered begging her mother for a hunter's
dream, wanting to seek her riches across the ice. But her mother
had cried, and Ilaria had acquiesced. Now
however . . . 

Ilaria laughed aloud. The thick braid falling to her
waist was white, not black. Her hands were more comfortable holding
cooking spoons, not spears. Best to let childhood dreams go. Who
was she to change the shape of the way things were?

Yet.

Ilaria pondered her fate as she settled her bulk in
the broad wooden chair behind her desk. She adjusted the worn
pillow beneath her, stretched her toes toward the fire and rested
her elbows on the round arms of her chair.

Still.

The abrupt knocking at the door jerked her forward.
She must have fallen asleep. The fire was almost out. She lit the
oil lamp sitting on the corner of her desk and walked to the
door.

"Yes?" she called through the thick wood.

"We've come to buy some dreams," the voice said.

Dreams? More than one? Maybe she could make a profit
today.

She opened the door, holding it against the dry wind
that entered with the three snow-covered figures who carried the
scent of the crystalline night with them. They stayed in front of
the door, shaking out their shawls and stamping their boots. The
tallest one put a long wrapped stick next to the door. It looked
too heavy to be a cane, too short to be a staff. However, Ilaria
wouldn't give up a fingertip of her bargaining advantage by asking
about it. She would see it soon enough, she was certain. Instead
she went to the fire, added two logs, swung the tea kettle back
above the inner hearth, then walked around the room lighting the
oil lamps.

In the yellow glow Ilaria examined the disrobing
figures. Craggy skin covered the man's hollow cheeks, and silver
streaked the temples of his short black hair. He blew on his hands.
Though red and chapped with cold, Ilaria could still tell they were
soft. A kulack from town—wealthy from the looks of his brown
velvet coat and his white starched shirt collar.
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