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Rumi’s blistered feet hurt whether she was walking or resting. Her knees ached. Every heaving breath she took felt thin and insufficient, and the cold mountain air stung her lungs.

She’d spent the first twelve years of her life behind the walls of her family’s luxurious trading compound, warm and safe, in the lowland city of Halfway. The mountain landscape she and her friends were climbing through, ever upward, was the exact opposite. It was terrifyingly vast, steep, empty, and alien to her. It was horrible. All of it. And yet not the worst.

The worst was still to come—was about to happen. The fact that Wren and Tell, mountain-born both, were visibly anxious and had stopped talking altogether made Rumi’s heart race.

Cormorin had also noticed Wren’s and Tell’s changes in demeanor. When the footing allowed it, he turned to give Rumi a long look, his flame-red hair hidden under the scarf he’d wrapped around his head. The sorcerer’s apprentice was better at suffering than Rumi was and had spent the entire three-day climb up from the Night Before hot springs tending to Sicatrice, his sorcerer, as she lay comatose on their beloved mule Rumble’s sturdy back.

From the moment he had carried her limp body out of their burning home at the center of the city, there was an undercurrent of desperation to Cormorin’s devotion. Sicatrice hadn’t shown any sign of reviving from her battle with a rival sorcerer now days ago—the night Halfway burned. Cormorin had seemed oblivious to the world they were trudging through, but that look over his shoulder now told Rumi otherwise.

At the front of fifteen mules laden with supplies for the winter, Tell and Wren began to slow. They’d come to an innocent-looking bend in the path, and they knew that what lay around the bend was anything but. Brother and sister shared a dry-mouthed glance as Wren brought Rumble to a halt.

They had reached the Narrows, by far the most dangerous section of the dangerous journey back to their home in the high mountains. Even Rumble, grizzled veteran of many such journeys, seemed tense.

Wren touched her brother’s hand. “You talk to them,” she said. Tell sighed and turned to look down the line at the other two. His heart sank. He knew the truth; neither Cormorin nor Rumi had any business trying to cross the Narrows. They were as out of place here as he and Wren had been in the city of Halfway. He was still trying to understand how he and Wren had survived down there. They’d made so many mistakes! But here, in the Narrows, a mistake couldn’t be survived. Not by anyone.

“Well… we’re here,” Tell called out. “The Narrows.”

Keeping her hands on the mules as she edged past them, Rumi worked her way up the path toward the front. Not a good idea, but Tell already knew better than to try to change Rumi’s mind about something once she’d decided to do it. She was much like his sister in that regard.

“It… it looks worse than it is,” Tell continued. “Really, it’s just part of the path to the village.”

“The part where if you slip, you fall for a thousand feet?” Cormorin asked quietly. Tell looked to Wren for help. He was doing a terrible job and knew it. His sister took over.

“Don’t look anywhere but at your feet and the mule in front of you,” Wren told them. “And definitely don’t look all the way down.” She remembered the horrible feeling of being completely helpless in Halfway and was sure that Cormorin and Rumi felt something like that now.

“But don’t look up, either,” Tell added in a rush. “Especially not at the hanging rock. It could fall at any moment.”

The hanging rock was massive, mushroom shaped, and leaned out from the cliff face at an impossible angle; it should have fallen many generations ago. Villagers knew, though Rumi and Cormorin did not, that the rock was held in place by an ancient spell, and spells eventually wear off. Hopefully not this day.

Cormorin kept his gaze forward. “What if she wakes while we’re in there?” he asked, meaning his sorcerer. Even though Sicatrice had trusted them with her true name in Halfway, none of the four were comfortable using it.

“Let’s hope she doesn’t,” Wren replied.

“Don’t try to help her; you’ll fall too,” Tell added, utterly serious.

“If someone slips in the Narrows, you just let ’em go. That’s the rule. Better to lose one than two.” Wren was more ruthless than her brother, and more cheerful.

Rumi reached the head of the line and, holding on to Rumble, leaned her head to one side so she could peek past them into the Narrows. A spasm of fear gripped her.

The path they were on was already precarious, but what lay ahead seemed impossible; a wisp of a ledge cut across a sheer cliff, curving slightly inward, worn smooth by feet and hooves and weather and crumbled away in places where you had to step across thin air to continue.

A thousand feet of gleaming rock above with double that below. Snow and ice glinted menacingly in the places where the sun hadn’t burned them off. The sides of the mules would be scraping the rock until the cliff was crossed and they could walk on relatively safe mountainside again.

Rumi stared at Tell with a mixture of fear and disbelief.

Tell shrugged with all the nonchalance he could muster. “We’ve been crossing it twice a year for longer than anyone can remember.”

Rumi’s fear transformed into anger. Her face, generally pale, reddened. “Why? How can your people just agree that this is the path to your village! Why wouldn’t you find a better way!?”

“Rumi, we need to be calm to do this,” Tell told her—calmly, he hoped.

“Then tell me!” she insisted. “Why go this way?”

Tell paused. “Because we always have.”

“That’s not an answer!” Rumi fumed.

“Because it stops other people,” Wren said reasonably. “This is where they turn back.”

“When was the last time anyone tried to come to your village, for any reason whatsoever?” Rumi was working herself into a fine fury.

Tell and Wren shared a shrug. Not in living memory. “You see,” Wren said with a grin. “It works.”

Wren’s logic did not satisfy Rumi. In fact, it had the opposite effect. But as Rumi drew breath for another volley of words, Cormorin stepped in. He wanted to get this over with, one way or another. Either get through the Narrows or fall to his death—anything but bicker endlessly on a freezing mountainside.

“Rumi,” he said, his voice soft but sharp, his tone stopping Rumi’s rising anger. “Think about your parents and your brothers—not this. Hold their faces in your mind. They will take you across.” There was more than just simple logic in the apprentice’s words; persuasion was part of his growing skill as a sorcerer.

And so, whether she wanted to or not, Rumi saw the faces of her father, mother, and older brothers, and all her emotion was replaced by a bleak emptiness that stilled her instantly. She wasn’t calm; she just no longer cared. Little truly mattered since her family’s murder. She looked Tell in the eyes, the bleakness in her gaze making him wince. “I’m ready now,” she declared, calmly working her way back to her place between the mules. “Let’s cross.”

Tell looked to Wren. She nodded. She, too, was ready. Cormorin simply shrugged. He’d already accepted whatever would happen.

Without waiting another moment, Tell took the first step into the Narrow. He kept his breath even, tightening down on his thoughts and emotions until there was nothing left in the universe but the next step ahead on the sliver of ledge. And then the step after that.

The old men and women of their village taught all the children how to do this; it was a survival skill, and the People of the Black Glass needed many of those. Tell resisted the impulse to lean in toward the sheer rock wall. He knew from stories heard for fourteen years around winter’s fires that leaning in was a false comfort; it took away balance.

The first few steps were always the worst; they demanded every ounce of his courage. After that, he just kept moving forward, shuffling his feet when he encountered snow, kicking it off the ledge ahead of the others.

Tell didn’t dare turn to make sure the others followed, but he heard the hooves, the footsteps, the steady breathing behind him, and so he continued on slowly. Directly behind him, Rumble burbled softly, as if to say “Keep going; you’re doing fine.”

Up ahead, a sharp shadow slashed across the ledge, cast by the hanging rock. It was close to noon, so Tell knew that when he reached the rock’s shadow, he would be more than two-thirds of the way through. The entire mule train was in the Narrows now. There was nowhere to go but forward.

Forcing himself not to look upward, he stole a glance ahead toward the notch in the rock at the end of the Narrows, which spelled safety.

His heart stopped.

His feet stopped. Rumble whinnied.

The entire line behind him had no choice but to stop in a place where stopping was a very bad idea.

“What are you doing?” Wren whispered tensely from behind.

Tell pointed forward with an unsteady hand.

At the other side of the Narrows, the figure of a man was silhouetted in the notch, watching them. A man Tell and Wren thought they’d never see again. Someone they feared more deeply than anyone else, Tell especially.
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It was Hammerhead, the most brutal person in their village. And a personal enemy of Tell’s. By heading down the mountain to Halfway weeks earlier, Tell had upended an agreement to be Hammerhead’s servant, depriving him of Tell’s labor and his father Seka’s black glass.

Enraged by Tell’s rebellion and rejection, Hammerhead had arranged to have Tell and Wren ambushed by cutthroats. They’d failed, and as revenge Tell had left Hammerhead in a cage in Halfway to be sold, certain that they’d heard the last of him. But in their world, being certain of anything was a mistake.

Tell heard Wren’s sharp inhale behind him and knew she’d seen him too. There was no worse enemy than one of their own. And no worse place to meet an enemy than in the Narrows.

Once he saw they were trapped, Hammerhead stepped out of the notch and into the Narrows. A long pole—a peeled tree branch pointed at the end—was clenched in his left hand. His right hand ran along the rock face, his eyes glittering with triumph and hatred. But he spoke only to Tell, for that was who he hated most. “Good of you to be slow, so I could get around you last night,” he said, grinning.

At least, Tell assumed it was a grin. It was hard to tell. One side of Hammerhead’s face was covered with shiny new skin stretched tight between scabs and scars from being burned in a fire. There was no hair on that side; it had been scorched away forever. Hammerhead’s outside appearance now matched his true nature.

“And good of you to leave my furs in the cave. It’s getting cold up here.” Hammerhead’s furs were magnificent—the winter pelts of wolves and lions. Pole now balanced horizontally, he worked his way toward them casually, as if he were strolling down a wide lowland road.

“But most of all, thank you for bringing all these supplies up the mountain for me. They’ll make me chief now, whether they want to or not. They’ll have to if they want to eat. They won’t care what happened in Halfway. They won’t care about you two and your little friends, either, no matter what you did down there. The only person who cares is your worthless da, and he’ll be sleeping on the ice tomorrow, if he isn’t already. I’ll make sure of it.”

A spurt of rage coursed through Tell. He reached for the sword he’d been given in Halfway and remembered he’d lost it in the dark during their chaotic flight out of the burning city. It was someone else’s sword now. “They’re not your supplies,” he hissed, voice shaking. “And they never will be.”

“Oh, they’re mine…,” Hammerhead said as he crossed the shadow cast by the hanging rock. “… as of right now.” And with that, he jabbed the pole at Tell’s face. Tell ducked reflexively and miraculously did not lose his balance. But now he was crouched against the rock face, totally compromised. Hammerhead drew the pole back to wedge it between Tell and the rock wall, intending to flip him off the ledge. A ten-foot-long tree branch was the perfect weapon in the Narrows.

“Stop!” Rumi called from behind, clear and sharp. Sharp enough to make Hammerhead pause. And time enough to allow Tell to steady himself.

“If you do that again, we’ll push these mules off, every last one of them! You’ll be chief of nothing and nobody!” Rumi’s voice was savage, undeniable. But Hammerhead shook his head in disdain; he didn’t believe a twelve-year-old girl.

“She’ll do it!” warned Wren.

“No, she won’t,” Hammerhead said, sneering. “She’s just a spoiled lowland brat.”

Rumi stepped up to the back of the nearest mule and put her hands on its haunches, ready to give it a fatal push away from the rock wall. The young mule let loose a warbling shriek of fear. The tragedy of it was etched on Rumi’s face, but there was implacable resolve in her eyes, apparent even to Hammerhead.

“All right, all right, don’t do it!” His eyes darted back and forth, a sure sign that he was trying to think. Not his strength, as they knew well.

A long sigh from Rumble’s back interrupted the stalemate. Sicatrice’s eyes flickered open and she began to stir, at the worst possible time.

“Don’t move!” Cormorin implored, but the sorcerer either didn’t hear or didn’t understand. She began to push herself upright, shaking her head and blinking her eyes to clear them.

“Sicatrice, stop!” Wren yelled. It worked. Using her true name got through to her.

“Lie back down,” Cormorin instructed. “It’s too dangerous here.” Sicatrice lowered herself slowly. Eyes now open, she understood her situation instantly. She was looking straight down at nothing but air.

“Back up,” Tell said quietly to Hammerhead. “Right now.”

“I’m not backing up for you!” he spat.

“The sorcerer’s awake. She can throw you off the ledge with a simple spell. You can’t win, no matter what,” Tell explained. “Back up and we’ll let you go.”

“You’d let me go?” Hammerhead clearly thought Tell was lying.

“Yes.” Tell was indeed lying. They couldn’t afford to let Hammerhead go.

“You, who left me to be sold?” Hammerhead sneered.

“You deserved it,” Tell shrugged.

“You, who burned down the city—”

“That wasn’t us!” Tell said immediately.

“And burned me!”

“That wasn’t us!”

But logic and truth had no place in Hammerhead’s mind. He shook his head. “If all I get out of this is you, that’s enough for me.” And with that, Hammerhead attacked.

Everything slowed down for Tell, as things do at extreme moments. He saw the end of the pole coming toward him, hardened by fire and burnished with a pebble, aimed right at his eyes.

Instead of ducking, Tell caught the end of the stick and yanked it hard, pulling Hammerhead forward on the ledge. But Hammerhead was a wily, fight-scarred beast, and instead of resisting Tell’s pull, he let it propel him forward, using his weight to bull the stick out of Tell’s grasp.

The sudden loss of resistance undid both of them. Tell spun to press into the rock wall as Hammerhead stumbled toward him, both one short breath from plummeting off the ledge together. Suddenly, an outside force steadied Tell against the rock and pushed him tight against it. The pain in his butt cheek told him where the force came from.

Rumble had taken a big bite of Tell’s pants, and some of his butt cheek with it, and was holding him up with mountain mule force.

Hammerhead’s hands slapped against the rock face, found a fortunate crevice, and he saved himself from falling. But he lost his grip on the pole, and it spun away…

… to be caught by Tell.

“Get him!” Rumi urged.

Tell was too focused to reply. He jabbed the pole at Hammerhead. Breathing hard, Hammerhead retreated along the ledge.

“Let him go,” said Wren gently.

“Why?” asked Tell in surprise.

“We have to get out of here.”

Tell shuffled forward, intent. “How many times do we let him try to kill us?” Hammerhead felt his way backward, never taking his eyes off Tell. “He’ll never stop,” Tell continued. He’d reached the shadow of the hanging rock.

“You’re right,” Hammerhead snarled. “I’ll never stop.”

Suddenly reversing direction, Hammerhead charged at Tell, ignoring the pole, ignoring the nonexistent footing, intent on taking them both off the narrow ledge, a final brutal act. As Tell braced himself, knowing that it was futile, knowing that he was about to die, a voice screamed piercingly behind him.

The entire rock face—the entire mountain—replied, ringing like a huge, deep bell.

A shadow flickered; a massive shape dropped past Tell so closely, its wake buffeted him; something rough slapped his face, and then Tell was left holding half a pole. It had been sheared with such force that he never even felt the blow.

The path in front of him was clear. The shadow from above was gone. They all looked up. The hanging rock had finally fallen…

… and taken Hammerhead with it. The person Tell and Wren had feared most since birth no longer existed.

Tell stood panting, unable to move. In his fourteen-plus hard years, that was as close as he’d ever come to dying. His knees felt weak, the wrong time and place for weak knees.

“Tell, please,” Rumi begged, “get us out of here.”

Tell nodded, took a step, then another step; then he heard hooves and feet and breath against the rock behind him, and, in a daze, he somehow led the way to safety.






3

Their hearts soared instantly with the basic joy of survival when they stepped out of the Narrows and onto the path up to the village. They danced and laughed, Tell and Rumi hugging each other quickly, only now fully recognizing the weight that the prospect of crossing the Narrows had lain upon them. Rubbing his aching butt cheek, Tell thanked Rumble by word and ear scratch. They were so happy that no one noticed Wren’s deep, shocked silence.

They did notice Cormorin’s silly grin, his clumsy dancing—all jerky elbows and knees—and his face flushed with a heady mixture of happiness and relief. How could they not? He glowed like a fire. But not only because they’d survived the Narrows and Hammerhead’s treachery.

Cormorin’s joy came from the revival of the person who comprised his entire universe: Sicatrice. She slid awkwardly off Rumble’s back and stood in the snow, steadying herself against the old mule as she looked around, blinking, as if seeing the world for the first time.

It was abundantly clear to Tell and Rumi that Cormorin wanted to fling his arms around her but never would. “Welcome back” was all he could manage, his voice shaking with emotion.

Sicatrice nodded slowly. Cormorin knew that he shouldn’t ask, but he had to. “Where’ve you been?”

Her eyes went blank, and she didn’t answer for the longest time, as if she’d gone right back there. Finally, her focus returned. “Nowhere. No time, no place.” Her voice was rough from lack of use.

Cormorin couldn’t stem the question that had been torturing him since the night of the battle in Halfway. “In our house, your fight with Desert—what happened?”

Desert was the sorcerer who ruled the Desert quarter in Halfway. Using forbidden sorcery, she had killed all the other sorcerers as part of her ambition to have Halfway to herself. She’d nearly killed Sicatrice, too.

“It’s cold,” Sicatrice said, changing the subject emphatically. Cormorin got the hint.

“It gets much colder, they say,” he added, instantly cursing himself for making such a useless comment. She didn’t like unnecessary words.

Beyond them, Tell put his arm around Rumi’s shoulder. “That wasn’t that bad, right?”

“No,” Rumi seemed to agree, until she added, “It was so much worse! I would’ve pushed the poor mule! I was ready to! I’ll never forget it as long as I live.” Rumi no longer cried outwardly, but she wanted to.

Tell gave her shoulder a squeeze as they began walking. “That’s why it worked. If it helps, we’re only alive because you did exactly the right thing at the right moment.”

Rumi shook her head—it didn’t help. “I need to find that mule; I need to say sorry.” She headed after the mule train, unsure of which one she was looking for, except that it was one of the smaller, younger animals.

Only later, when he was able to think more clearly about what had happened, did Tell realize that Hammerhead’s end made no sense. Tell knew that he had been standing in the shadow of the hanging rock, not Hammerhead. When it fell, the rock should’ve smashed him off the ledge. Why hadn’t it? What kind of force could guide a rock that big as it fell?

Behind them, Cormorin helped Sicatrice onto Rumble’s back. She wasn’t yet strong enough to walk. The apprentice looked at his teacher in wonder. “You came back just in time.”

“I’m barely here,” the sorcerer confided.

“Yes, but you…” Cormorin frowned, confused.

“But I what?” she asked.

“That hanging rock,” he started. “Teach me how to make a rock fly like that.”

Sicatrice smiled bleakly. “I would if I could.”

Cormorin missed a step, then stumbled as he understood what she had just said. “That wasn’t you?” he blurted.

“No,” replied the sorcerer. “That wasn’t me.”

Up ahead, Wren walked alone, in a daze. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. Her insides felt hollowed out. She’d wanted desperately to save her brother, and something had happened…. Actually, she’d caused something to happen, and she didn’t know how, which scared her to the core.

She was also returning to a place she thought she’d left forever, and that scared her too. But only a little.
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As they climbed away from the Narrows, the icy wind bit into them mercilessly. Plundering the loads on the mules for anything to keep warm, they wore colorful layers of thin lowland fabric, bright and jarring against the white of the snow and the relentless gray of the rocks. Only Rumi managed to make the jewel-like tones look natural; the rest of them looked absurd, like traveling performers, but they didn’t care as long as they were warmer.

Already ankle-deep in snow, they came around a sharp curve in a high canyon, and Rumi, Cormorin, and Sicatrice got their first sight of where they were going to spend the long, cold winter.

“Well, there it is,” Tell said quietly.

They stopped. Sicatrice was using what was left of Hammerhead’s pole to help her walk. Rumble led the shivering lowland mules onward, their hides steaming in the cold air.

Rumi’s heart plummeted at what she saw in front of her. Low, small, crooked stone dwellings hunched against the opposing sides of the sloped canyon, facing one another at awkward angles because the back of every building followed the rock of the canyon walls. Not a person to be seen, nor any smoke wafting from the snow-caked roofs. It looked cold, bleak, and ugly.

“It’s…,” she started. But words failed her.

Wren was equally speechless. This had been her whole universe barely three weeks ago. But now she saw her village with entirely new eyes—eyes that had been to Halfway and seen so much more. She felt something like shame as she realized how rough, how shabby, how degraded her old world seemed. And yet… it had made her who she was.

“It’s not Halfway, is it?” she admitted. Rumi, Cormorin, and even Sicatrice shook their heads in agreement.

Tell nudged his sister. “Come on, let’s tell Da we’re back.” He took off, running with a shuffle that looked odd but was very effective in the snow. After retrieving a small sack from Rumble’s harness, Wren followed, falling in behind her brother to use the path he’d just made.

The others paused for a moment longer. Cormorin’s pale skin glowed from the cold. “So, this is snow,” he observed, swirling it back and forth with his foot, intrigued.

“I already hate it!” Rumi blurted.

Sicatrice laughed. “Better learn to love it. Winter has barely begun.” The sorcerer pushed forward, each step stronger and more purposeful than the previous one. The sight of the village seemed to have invigorated her. And the sight of her walking invigorated Cormorin.

Rumi shot Cormorin a despairing look, then followed. They had no choice. This freezing high mountain village, rock piled on rock piled on rock, was their only refuge. They were forbidden from returning to Halfway—all of them were—on pain of death.

Up ahead, as they neared the mule pen and the lowest dwellings, Tell felt for the tiny clay pot that had nestled deep in his tunic for the entire journey up the mountain, then turned to Wren.

“I hope this medicine works,” he said, thinking of his father’s damaged eye.

“Well, it’s from Sicatrice,” Wren answered firmly. “So I expect it will.”

“Maybe it’s already better,” Tell added, less hopefully. A shard of black glass had pierced their father’s one good eye with the last hammer blow of the season. The resulting rare slab of black glass had somehow, in a very convoluted way, become the laden mule train behind them.

Wren raised the small sack. “I saved him some honey cakes.” Their mother and father had always brought honey cakes back up the mountain for them after their trips to Halfway—in happier times.

“Oooh!” Tell’s eyes lit up. “How many?” He had a notorious weakness for honey cakes.

“They’re all for Da,” Wren said firmly. “We ate our share on the way up.”

“He’ll give us one,” Tell told her. “You know he will.” Wren smiled in agreement.

But when they darted into their home, it was empty. Neither their father nor the old boot maker who’d promised to look after him were there, and the cold air was still in a way that told them nothing had moved inside their home for a good while.

“Where could he be?” Tell asked anxiously.

They went back outside, eyes darting around, anxiety sharpening into fear as they realized that their whole village was deserted.

“Where is everybody?” Wren echoed. “They haven’t left. We’d have passed them.”

The snow told them the story. It was trampled by every foot in the village, a wide swathe pointing up the canyon toward the glacier that flowed above them, their river of ice.

“They’re up at the glacier!” Wren realized.

Tell looked stricken. “But it hasn’t been thirty days!”

Thirty days. The People of the Black Glass couldn’t afford to care for anyone who was too hurt to fend for themselves. Whatever their injury, they were given thirty days to heal. After that, if they weren’t able to care for themselves, they would be taken up to the glacier with a gourd of apricot liquor. There, they would drink and laugh and reminisce with friends and family until they drifted off to sleep in an apricot haze, never to wake.

That’s the way it is, was, and always would be, as far as the People were concerned. It was the necessary calculus of their continued existence in such a harsh environment.

“Let’s go!” Tell turned to run.

“Wait,” Wren demanded.

“There’s no time!”

“I need a honey cake,” insisted Wren, reaching into the sack. As she pulled one out, Rumble appeared around the corner and came to a stop with a grateful sigh. The rest of the mules stopped behind him, heads hung low. Wren offered the honey cake to her mule.

“Come on, Rumble, we need you again,” she crooned. He engulfed the honey cake and lifted his shaggy head as if waiting for instructions. Apparently mules loved honey cakes as much as people did.

Rumi, Cormorin, and Sicatrice shuffled up beside the mules. Tell hurried over, face taut with fear.

“Go inside, and make a fire. A big one.” The urgency in his voice was palpable.

“Why?” Rumi asked.

“And unload the mules. Bring all the supplies into the house, and stack them against the back wall. We’ll be back.”

Wren tossed the sack of honey cakes to Rumi. “Give these to the other mules.”

And then she, Tell, and Rumble charged upward along the beaten snow. “Da will have to wait for his honey cake,” she explained to her brother.

The lowlanders watched them go, not understanding anything but their urgency.

“Hm,” Sicatrice mused before entering the home to make the fire, Cormorin right behind her, eager to help.

Alone but for the whistling wind, which carried a dusting of snow that pricked her skin, Rumi walked carefully into the space between the opposing rows of dwellings. Turning in a slow circle, she took in surroundings as foreign and dangerous to her as Halfway had been to Tell and Wren.

The light was the deepening blue of afternoon shadow. At this time of year the days ended early in the canyon, even though the mountain peaks still glowed in full sunlight. Rumi took a deep, shaky breath, then crunched awkwardly toward the first mule in line, gave it a honey cake, and began untying its load as it chewed happily.

Unloading pack mules was just about her only remaining connection to the life she used to have as the daughter of a wealthy trader, and she found some comfort in that.

That is, until a young female mule shied away from her in terror. “It’s you!” Rumi whispered, holding out a honey cake. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t be scared of me.” But the young mule wouldn’t let her come close, refused to acknowledge the honey cake, was ready to bolt, loaded or not. She was gray and cream, her brown eyes outlined with dark lashes. A very pretty animal, despite her fear. With another sigh, Rumi gave her a wide berth and moved to the next mule. Never in her life had she felt so out of place.
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Propelled by the acid sting of fear, Wren and Tell charged up the canyon toward the glacier, Rumble right behind them. They heard their village long before they saw anyone: yelling, slightly-out-of-control laughter, and children squealing with excitement.

“What do you think they’re doing?” Wren panted.

“Keep going!” was Tell’s answer.

Cresting the last berm, they looked down onto a scene they’d never seen or imagined before. Their entire village was out on the glacier…

… and their entire village seemed to be drunk: a slipping, sliding, falling mass of people silhouetted on the shining ice. Men and women, young and old, were staggering, yelling, laughing, and fighting… and snatching up gourds of apricot brandy from a pile littering the edge of the glacier.

Wren and Tell noticed immediately that, as the adults drank more and cared less, the children had moved in. They were stealing swigs of the throat-burning liquid, then running back to dive down a steep section of glacier. They skidded on the fur-burnished ice, crashing into one another, ending in a tangled heap not far from the ice-encased body of an old man who’d gone to sleep on the ice the season before.

Tell and Wren looked around frantically. The throng of brandy-soaked villagers seemed to be moving haphazardly around a fresh group of bodies lying in a neat circle on the glacier, a stomach-dropping sight.

With their feet facing inward and their heads making up the outside of the circle, the bodies were arranged to look like a huge grotesque flower. Wren gasped. The number of people was extraordinary—eleven, by her count.

One of whom was Seka, their father.

“There’s Da!” Wren gasped again.

“No!” Tell said the word like a grunt of pain. He hurled himself down the berm, careening across the glacier through the mass of people.

Wren and Rumble followed. People turned toward them. A mule plowing across ice is hard to ignore, no matter how much apricot brandy had been drunk.

Seka was on the far side of the circle, his lanky form already gathering a thin dusting of snow. It looked as if he was sleeping. It looked as if they were all sleeping.

At a full sprint, Tell dropped to his knees and skidded up to his father in a spray of snow, scooping his head and shoulders off the ice in one quick motion. Even holding him, Tell couldn’t tell whether his father was dead or alive.

“Wake up, Da! Wake up!” Tell begged.

Wren was on her knees beside him a moment later, a knot of people gathering around them, most holding gourds of liquor. Tell levered their father into a sitting position.

“Is he—” The words caught in Wren’s throat.

“I don’t know!” His voice was jagged. “We need to get him warm.”

As Tell and Wren struggled to pull their father’s limp form over Rumble’s back, one of the villagers thrust his way through the ring of people.

“Tell! Wren! What are you doing here?” rasped a distinctive voice. It was Curas, the best hunter in the village and one of the few men they admired. His voice hadn’t recovered from when he’d had to cut deep into his own neck to save himself from a strangler’s noose in Halfway. The recent trading trip to Halfway had left many scars.

“What does it look like?” Wren panted. “We’re saving Da!”

“You can’t,” Curas said, with something like compassion in his eyes. “You’re too late.”

“IT HASN’T BEEN THIRTY DAYS!” Tell bellowed. “That’s the rule!”

“Not this time, boy,” another man slurred harshly. This was Toyot, definitely not someone Tell and Wren admired. A slippery, cunning man who always tried to take as much as he could for himself and leave as little as possible for others. “We’re leaving the mountain at dawn. None of these people would make it. They’d hold us back. Get us all killed. So they’re staying here forever.” He jabbed his finger at them. “And that includes your father. He can’t see and never will. How d’you think he’ll do on the Narrows?”

“We’ll look after him,” Tell spat back.

Toyot’s ever-seething wife, Anther, leaned in toward Tell. “Who do you think you are, coming up here dressed like… like that and going directly against the word of your elders?” Anther loved their rules and customs—when they suited her, anyway.

Wren knew exactly what was going to happen, and she tried to stop it, knowing full well that it was futile. “We need to get Da back down to the village,” she told her brother, hoping to calm him.

But Tell shook her off and took a step toward Toyot and Anther.

“Who do I think I am?” Tell answered Anther angrily. “Ask your coward of a husband, who didn’t want to fight for us down in Halfway. Ask Curas, ask the Mort brothers, ask any of the men, they’ll tell you who I am—I’m the one who saved them all! Me, Wren, and some others. Or has that already been forgotten?”

Curas groaned. Wren shrugged; she’d tried.

Alt, a crony of Toyot’s, lurched toward them. After Hammerhead, he was the biggest man in the village. “What happened down there doesn’t matter anymore. All that matters is up here, and we’ve already decided, without you and your rule-breaking ways. Your father stays here with the others, on the ice.” Alt reached out to wrench Seka off Rumble’s back…

… and found himself staring very closely at Tell’s shining lowland knife.

“I’ll use this on whoever tries to stop us. It’ll be easy. You’re all drunk, and I’m not.” One look at Tell’s face, and Alt took two steps backward.

“We’re only drinking what we can’t carry down,” Mort the younger explained woozily. “It’s wrong to waste it.”

Wren could see exactly where all this was leading—nowhere. She put a stop to it in her own way, calling out to a woman she recognized. “Tik, your mother may be alive. Come and get her!”

“She’ll never make the journey; it’s already too cold,” Tik replied hopelessly.

“She won’t have to! We can stay here! We brought back food.” Wren looked around at all the faces and raised her voice. “We brought enough for the whole winter!”

An instant reaction rippled through the villagers.

“What do you mean?” Curas was the first to ask.

“We brought a mule train back from Halfway, loaded with goods. It’s down at the village right now,” Wren explained.

“But—how?” Mort the older asked, confused.

“Does it matter?” Wren drew herself up, used her loudest voice. “There’s no need to leave! No one has to sleep on the ice! This will be the easiest winter we’ve ever had! There’s more than enough for everyone!” The way Wren’s eyes shone, the ring of her voice, made people pause. Some people. Enough of them, anyway.

And so as Tell and Wren urged Rumble off the ice, holding their father steady on the mule’s back, nobody stood in their way. Behind them, men, women, and children rushed in to save the very people they’d already said a final goodbye to.

As they left they could hear Toyot, Anther, Alt, and a handful of their cronies arguing against it on the grounds of age-old custom. To their fury, they were ignored. Tell knew that instead of being pleased by their village’s unexpected good fortune, they were irked by their loss of control.

Toyot spat on the ice. “And now we’re going to have to go begging to them for food,” he observed bitterly.

Anther shrugged. “Maybe not.” Toyot shot his wife a look, but she turned away so that he couldn’t see her face.

Unsurprisingly for the People of the Black Glass, one old man stubbornly insisted on staying. “There’s trouble coming. Trouble and turmoil, misery and death,” he said with utter certainty. “I can smell it on the wind, and I don’t want to be here for it.” He sank back onto the ice with a happy sigh. “I want to be with my wife… in a warm place… with lots of fatty meat to eat.” His wife was long dead, and he had no teeth to eat fatty meat with, but they did as he wished and left him where he lay.

As people filtered unsteadily back down to the village, one additional body stayed forever. It was the old boot maker who had agreed to look after their father. She’d let go of life as quickly as she could; she’d refused any apricot brandy, just closed her eyes and went to sleep, starting her eternal journey down the slow river of ice until she became a part of the mountain she’d lived on all her life.



As Tell and Wren neared the dwellings, Curas caught up to them. He felt for a pulse at their father’s neck.

“Is he…?” asked Wren.

“I can’t tell. And usually I can.” Then Curas pulled Tell close. “Be careful, boy. Toyot thinks he’s next in line to be chief, and there’s a lot who agree with him. He already doesn’t like you. Don’t let him see you as a threat.”

Tell nodded, only half listening. He was just glad he could see smoke rising from their chimney. “Faster,” he urged Wren.

Wren clicked her tongue, and Rumble broke into a jolting trot.
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