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e forest had become a labwrinth of snow and ice.

I'd been monitoring the parameters of the chicker for an hour, and
my vantage point in the crook of a tree branch had turned useless. The
spusang wine blew thack flurriess vo sseepaway my tracks, bt buried along
with them any spgns ::-'|'|:||1||,'nr1i|'| uUATTY,

Humger had browght me farther frem home than T osually nisked, bot
wirder was the hard tme, The anrmals badl |||:|||q~:|. m, geang ﬂl,'q']:-l,'r IRIge]
the wonds than 1 could follow, leaving me o pick off srragglers one by
o, praying they’d lass unril gpring.

They hadnr.

I wiped my memb fiogers over my eyes, broshing away the takes ding-
ing 1o my lashes. Here there were no rellrale teees steipped of bark ro
mark rhe deer's passing—they hadn’t yer moved on. They would remain
writil the bark ran our, then travel north pase the wolves’ werritory and
perhaps inro che faerie lands of Prythian—where no mortals would dare
g0, not unless they had a death wish.

A shudder skirrered down my spine ar the thoughe, and 1 shoved i

away, focusing on my surroundings, on the task ahead. Thar was all |



emnlel dn.. all 174l hesem @bl g0 dles for VST fos an ml'r'l.l'i'l.'ml-_-; thi ':l.'l,'g"ln:,
the iy, the hour abead, And now, with the snow, 1'd be lucky to spaa
:|n_'|rr|‘|'in|; |,~x|||_=-c_:ia||}' from my |||::¢:i1'ir|11 up i thie Irie, S0 n;:{ll:.l alaler pox
see ffteen feer ahead. Stfling a geoan as my safl kimbs protesed ar the
movement, | insteang my how before easing off the reee.

The icy snow crunched under my fraying boms, and 1 ground my
reeth. Low visahility, onnecessary nodse— 1 was well on my way 1oyt
another fruitbess .

Omly a few hours of daylighr remained. 161 didnt leave soon, 1°d have
ro navigare my way home in the dark, and the warnings of the rown hune-
ers still rang fresh in my mind: giam wolves were on the prowl, and in
numbers. Mot 1o mention whispers of sirange folk sporred in the area,
rall and eerie amd deadly.

Anything but faeries, the hunrers had beseeched cur long-forgoren
gods—and 1 had secretly prayed alongside them. In the cighe years we'd
been living in our village, two days' journey from the immoral border
of Prythian, we'd been spared an attack—chough traveling peddlers
SO S ]_:-'rr||,||-_=|'||1 stories o dhstamt border towns lefs an x|:||1n|:|,-'rx amiel
besmes amd ashes, Thess acooumts, onee rime enoogh to be dismassed by
the '.-'i|'|:|l-_';q' elilers as hea r:=|:,l,'|1i||;| i1 recent months |;||,~|;,:-e:-1'nq'q,:|1rn1'n|::-11F|'|i|l.1'
whnsperings om every market day,

I had misked moch in l,:rlrning g0 tar it the E'rlrl,'x|,]'||:|| we'dl fmishesd
our lasr beaf of hread yesterday, and the remainder of our dried mear the
dlay bedore. Snll, T would have rather spent another nighe with a hungry
belly rhan found myself saristving the apperite of a wolf. Or a ferie.

Wot that there was much of me 1o feast on, I'd neroed gangly by this
rime of the year, and could counr a good number of my ribs, Moving as
nimbly and quiethy as | could berween the trees, T pushed a hand agains
my hollow and aching stomach. 1 knew the expression thar would be
on my rwo elder sisters’ faces when 1 returned 1o our comage empry-
handed yer again.



Abrer g few minoies of crefol :wuru]ring, 1 erempched inoa clogrer af
snows=heavy brambles, Thraugh the thoms, | had a hal=decent view of
F |:.'||,':|1'|nl-_'; and dhe grmall ook I'|r|w1nl-_';1|'|r|1|:|!_r.|'| . A dimwe biobes imphe den
suggested it was sill frequemly used, Hopefully somerhing would come
by, ]:I-:‘:-]‘H‘:l'u]l_'r'.

I sighed through my nose, digging the mp of my bow inte the ground,
and leaned my forehead againa the crude corve of wood. We wouldn'
last ancther week withou food, And oo many Gamilies had already starred
beging for me o hope for handours from the wealthier rowasfolk. 1'd
witnessed firsthand exactly how far their charity wert.

I eased ineo a more comforrable position and calmed my breathing,
srraining o lisven vo the Forest over the wind. The spow fell and fell, danc-
ing and curling like sparkling spindrifrs, the white fresh and clean agains
the brown and gray of the world. And despite myself, despite my numb
limbs, 1 quicted that relentless, vicious part of my mind o rake in the
snow-veiled woods,

COrnce it had been second natore o savor che conerast of new grass
agansl -e|.;|r'|-:_,|:1|||,~|;| soil, oran i|1'n|,'r'||:,lxr'|'rn:m-q,:'|1 st lesd 1m Ealels of emiernld
alk; onee 1'd dregmesd and breathed and theughe i colar and hglht and
51|a||q', Sometimes 1 would even 'inl_]|,|||-_=|q' m |,=n'-'1xi|::-ninl-_'; i |;|.;|:|.' whien
my sisters were rarried and i was only me s Faher, with emougch food
i 1o aremal, -e:nr||,||-_=|'|| My i f_u,l:,l ST ]mirﬂr anil {'nr||_||g|'|| Hme 1o [
those colors and shapes down on paper or canvas or the cotage walls.

Mot likely 1o happen anyime soon—peshaps ever, S0 1 was left with
moments like this, admiring rthe gline of pale winter ight on anow. |
couldn't remember the last time I'd done it—bothered 1o norice any-
thing lovely or interesting,

Stolen hours in a decrepit barn with Isaac Hale didn't coun: those
times were hungry and empry and sometimes croel, bur never lovely.

The howling wind calmed into a sofe sighing. The snow fell lazily novs,

in big, far clumps thar gathered along every nook and bump of the rrees.



"l.'[gls-:rn{'ri::inl-:, the Jeet bl !_r.l,'111|¢' h{':||,|1:,.' aof the snow, 1'd 2o0n biave g
returm o the moddy, fromen roads of the village, to the crampeed hear of
our cotbage, Some smiall, E:r:|grn{'nr|,'|:| Jart o mre reser Dl i el r'|||::-1|j_r||‘||.

Bushes rusled across the clearing.

Dyeswineg my bow was a marver of instinet, 1 peered theough the thoms,
and my heearh Eu.u.l.',hl :

Lesa than thiery paces away stood a small doe, not ver too seeawny
from winter, bt desperare encugh 1o wrench bark from a tee in rthe
clearing.

A deer like thar could feed my family for a week or more.

Wy mouth warered. Quier as the wind hissing through dead leaves, |
roak aim.

She continued tearing off strips of bark, chewing slowly, unerly
unaware that her death waited vards away.

[ could dry half the meat, amd we could immediately ear the res
stews, pics . .. Her skin conld be sold, or perhaps rumed imo cloching
for one of us, 1 needed new hoots, but Elain needed a new cloak, and Nesa
WS [TOTe EO Crave 3 n].'ﬂl'inj_r' sommenne oz |:||15-::w:-ﬁm|.,

My fingers trembled. S0 much food —soch sailvation. 1took a steady-
inl-:l 12-TI,‘H1|‘I, |;|r||,|]_:-||,-~--:.,:|‘||,'|;;l:irlj_rl iy .,

At there was a panr of golden eves shimng from the brosh adgacent
Fer Thane,

The forest wene silert. The wind died. Even the snow pansed.

We mortals no longer kept gods vo worshdp, but i 1 had known their
besst mames, | woulil have prayed o them. All of them. Concealed in the
thicker, the woll inched closer, s gaze ser on the oblivious doe,

He was enormons—rthe size of @ pony—and though I heen warned
about their presence, my mouth turned bone-dry.

Bt worse than his size was his unnatural srealeh: even as be inched
closer in the brush, he remained unheard, unsported by the doe. No
animal thar massive could be o quier. Bur if he was no ordinary animal,



i e weps od F:'r}'t'hian -e:-1-i|g|1n, i he was somehaw o Giene, then ls-ecing
eaten wirs the least of my congerns,

T b weas 3 ferie, 1 should a |1'|,-a|-e|._'|r |3 ru nn'inl-_';.

Yet mayhe . . . mavhe it would be a favor 1o the world, ro my village,
1o myself, 1o kill him while | remained underecred. Purting an arvow
through his eye would be no burden.

Bt despire his size, be fookad like 2 woll, moved like a wolf, Animal,
I reassured mysell, fust on gnienad, 1 dido't ler myself consider the
alternarive—not when 1 needed my head clear, my breathing steady.

I had a hunting knife and three arrows. The first two were ordinary
arrovws—simple and efficient, and likely no more than bee stings o a wolt
thar size. Bur the third arrow, the longess and heaviest one, 1'd bough
from a rraveling peddler during a summer when we'd had enough cop-
peers for extra luxuries, An arrow carved from mouneain ash, armed with
an iron head.

From songs sung 1o us as lullabies over our cradles, we all knew
from intancy thar Taeries hared iron, Bur it was the ash wood thar made
1'|1|_'ir'i1'nrn|1|'|i|'|!I sz |1nl-_|" Tna!_r.iq,: falter |-e:-n!_r| |_=ne:-1|g|‘| fowr a buman b make 3
killmgs Blevw, O o legend and romor clammed, The only proof se had of
thie ash's eflectveness was s sheer ¥ 1'dl s |;|'r:|wi113;:.' of the trees,
Bt veerwerr eornee el vy cvwrm eyt adter the Hagh Eae bael boarned them
all '||1n|-_'|:|j_r|ve:-, Ler forwr r{'rni|1n|,-e|._, minst af them small and xin;,:]-:l_',r aned haclelen
by the nohility within high-walled groves. I'd spene weeks after my pur-
chase debaring whether thar overpriced bit of wood had been a waste of
money, or a fake, and for three years, the ash arrow had s wrsed in
MY uiver.

Now 1 drew it, keeping my movements minimal, efficiens—anyrhing
1o avoidl thar monstrous wolf looking in my direction. The arros was long
and heavy encugh ro inflict damage —passibly kill him, if 1 aimed righ.

My chest became so righe it ached. And in that moment, 1 realized
my life boiled down 1o one question: Was the wolf alone?



[ gripped my bow and drew the string farther back, 1 was a decent
shot, bue 14 never faced 2 wolf, 1d thooght ot made me ek y—aeven
bazend, Foort vy, o 1 elide’e kmewe sebiere o bt or e st rl‘w_',' e,
I couldn’t affoed ro miss, Nor when T had only one ash areow,

A i i was incleed 1 faeeie’s heart pouncling under the fur, then good
riddance. Good viddance, afrer all their kind had done 10wz 1 woldn’s
riak this one larer creeping into oonr village to slapghrer and maim and
roement. Let him die here and now, I'd be glad o end him.

The wolf crepr closer, and a vwig snapped beneath one of his paws
each higger than my hand. The doe wenr rigid. She glanced o efther side,
eara srraining woward the gray sky. With the wolt's downwind position,
she couldn't see or smell him.

His head lowered, and his massive silver body—so perfectly blended
into the snow and shadows—sank onto its haunches, The doe was =ill
staring in the wrong direction,

I glanged from the doe o the wolf and back again, Ar least he was
alone—at least I'd been spared thae much. Bue if the wolf scared the doe
off, 1 was beli with nrlr'||'i11[-_|-' st 2 SArvIng, aversize wnli- ||r|x::i|‘_|'|].' F]
faerie—looking for the next=bess meal, sned o be killed ber, desmoying
[REEIOE oS ol hde and Gt L L.

T pushized serongly, my hife wasn't the only ame thae soold be Tost,
Bt my Dife bad been reduged oo nothang bt rizks these past eighe years
that 1'd been hunting in the woods, and 1'd picked correctly most of the
riene, Masr of the dime,

The wolf shot from the beosh in a fash of gray and whire and black, his
yellow fangs pleaming. He was even more garganuan i the open, a mar-
vl of minsele asd spescel and huge e-:ll‘-:'-ng'{lh. The diese dicln’t s a chamoe,

I fired the ash arrow before he destroyed much else of her.

The arrow found frs mark in his side, and 1 could have sworn the
ground fself shuddered. He barked in pain, releasing the doe's neck as
his blood sprayed on the snow—so ruby brigh.

i



Her welvirled fovwerd m, 1 hwmzen _-,m-llnw pyes wide, backles rased, His
low growl reverberated in the empey gt of my somach as 1 somgesd 1o
my fiser, snow -:_:|'||:|rnin|-_'. arcund me, anather arrow drawn,

Eut the wolf merely lonked ar me, his maw stained with blood, my
ash areow peorruding so volgarly from his gide, The snow began falling
again. He fooked, and with a soer of awareness and surprise thar made me
fare the second arvow. Just in case—just in case thar intelligence was of
the immorial, wicked sor,

He didn't iry 1o dodge the arrow as it wenr clean through his wide
yellow eye.

He collapsed o the ground.

Color and darkness whirled, eddying in my vision, mixing with the
oW,

His legs were twitching as a low whine siced through the wind.
Impossible—he should be dead, not dying. The arrow was through his
eve almost to the goose fletching,

Bt wolf or faerie, it didn't matier. Mot with char ash arcow buried in
Tiis wwbe, He'vl b dbeael soon wnnugh, Hli”1 my Yancds sheek as 1 rueshed
off snow and edged closer, sull keeping o good distance. Blood gushed
fream the wonmds 176 L him, :n:r:|'i11'i11j_rl the smow cromessn,

He pawed af the groond, s breathong already slowing, Was he in
i ||:|'i11I ar was his w'||'i'rn|||,~'r juxl his attempl fo showe death aw“}'f |
wasn't sure | wanred o know,

The snew switded around us, T srared ar hion woril thag coar of char-
coal and ohsidian and ivory ceased riging and falling. Woll—definirely
just a wolf, despire his size.

The tightness in my chess eased, and | boosed a sigh, my beeath clond-
ing in front of me. At leasr the ash arrow had proved irsell o be lethal,
regardless of who or whar it rook down.

A rapid examinarion of the doe rold me 1 could carry only one animal
and even thar would be a struggle. But it was a shame 1o leave the walt.



'I']l-e:-1|g|‘| 1w [Irecions POV RS T T d|:|rin|-_'| which any
predator gonld smell the fresh bleod—1 skinned Tim and cleanesd my
arrows s best 1 ool

If anything, it warmed my hands, T weapped the bloody ade of his
pelr aroind the doe's dearh-wounnd before 1hoisted ber aceoss my shoul-
dlers. It was several males back to oer cortage, and | didn't need a rrail of
blood leading every animal with fangs and claws seraighe 1o me.

Crrunting against the weigh, [ grasped the legs of the deer and spared
a final glance a the steaming carcass of the wolf. His remaining golden
eye now stared ar the snow-heavy sky, and for s moment, 1 wished 1 had
it im me oo feel remorse for the dead thing,

Bt this was the forest, and it was winner.
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