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AN INTRODUCTION 

 

FIRE IN THE MOUNTAIN began like most things do, in my creative process -- as an 

image. You can probably guess which one, if you read the text with any sense of 

visuality. From there it grew to a scene, to a process of trying to start the thing, somehow, 

with more variations than I’d like to admit on that beginning sequence. It just never felt 

quite correct. But now, here it is, in some form that’s readable, though it’s hardly finished 

-- imagine that, writing a novel in your final semester of college! It went from that 

beginning sequence to an idea for a broader novel, and then to an idea for a more 

succinct, contained novella. From the novella, I became afraid and it was a short story, 

but I realized and was advised that no, the story of Cam and Arden and this strange boy 

out alone in the cold is much, much bigger than could ever possibly fit into a short story. 

And so it became a novel, and the text and our characters could breathe again, a little. 

There is still so much more to be done! But the groundwork is laid, at least I think, for 

what the story will be.  

It will grow, almost certainly, like all stories do. I feel, even in these thirty-odd pages, 

that FIRE has already grown far past me. I’m really only a few steps ahead of you, 

reader, in terms of vision for what’s next -- but there is a next, I assure you.  

I’d like to thank early readers for this thesis project, Laurie Saurborn and Quinn Gifford 

at the Creative Writing program at UT. They greatly helped in my endeavors to make 

sense of this story and the mechanics of which it should be told. Thanks to everyone 
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along the way who has encouraged me in my attempts to diversify beyond screenwriting 

and into the hazy, exciting world of prose and short fiction, and now, 

slightly-less-short-fiction. Thank you to mountains everywhere, for who knows what the 

fire would be within if you weren’t there. Thanks to my roommate and great friend, 

Brooks Ruhman, for building a small room in the attic of our house. Even though you 

envisioned it as a romantic rendezvous, I have written nearly everything of note in the 

past two years there, which probably speaks to the success of any romantic endeavors 

I’ve embarked on in that timeframe.  

Finally, thank you for reading, and I hope you enjoy your stay in this world, however 

brief it is for now. There is more out there -- if only we keep hiking towards it. 
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TOMORROW, DEEP IN THE MOUNTAINS 

 

Hollers echo across the dark surfaces of the tunnel.  

“This way!”  

They’re far away but moving fast.  

Glints of light from lanterns reflect off the worn, dark stone, relieved of its coal years 

ago. A lumpy figure skips through the tunnels. Disembodied flame spouts from an 

extended arm. The figure comes to an intersection and darts right, down another tunnel, 

without hesitating.  

He runs deeper into the mountain, and after a while, stops. The flame goes out. He 

crouches down, and sets the lump -- a series of thick cloaks, carrying a boy, young but 

not young enough to carry easily, gently onto the stone. The man who carried him snaps 

his finger and a small flame burns over his pointer finger, extended from beneath his 

layers of pelts.  

He wipes his left hand onto a fur and it darkens. He places his hand on the boy’s head. 

The man breathes deep, and heart still races, but it’s slowing. The hunger sets in, slowly, 

a pit in his stomach and his whole being. The flame shrinks slightly in his hand. 

“Ash.” 

The boy stirs. His eyes open and peer at the man. “Papa?” He mutters weakly. “I can… I 

can walk.” 

The father pushes the boy’s hair from his face.  
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“Papa… I could do it. Like you said I could. I burned,” tears start to well in the boy’s 

eyes. “I didn’t mean to --” 

The man nods. A crash shatters the moment from down the elaborate tunnel system. 

“The demon! He came through here!” 

The father looks back into the tunnel. In a flurry he lifts the boy over his shoulder, grows 

the flame in his right hand to use as a light, and begins to bob down the tunnel.  

“Pa --” 

He shushes the boy.  

“Quiet, my son.” 

The man darts deeper into the heart of the mountain. Plastered on the back of his cloak is 

a splotch of crimson.  

The flame goes out.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

LONG AGO, HIGH ABOVE 

 

On the peak of Mount Hermon, overlooking a verdant river on the backside of the ridge, 

away from the small town below. The river will freeze again in the winter, but now, in 

the summer, it flows wildly below us. It gains its flow from all the way where we stand as 

the snow melts and makes its way through the valley, past town, and all the way to what 

the old man calls the ocean. We’ll have to cross it, the old man and I, when we make our 

way back down. My boots are still soggy from our first pass through it, on our way up the 

mountain.  

“These mountains are like mothers, in that way. They give and take away. Sometimes in 

the same breath.”  

I shiver as the old man speaks, at once amazed by the sight of all the places I know, so 

small before me, and cold and restless. I am 9 years old. He sits comfortably on a rock, 

unfazed by the harsh winds. A ragged hood lines his head and the tufts of wild white hair. 

The skin on his face is splotched, alternating between the dark brown of some of the 

miners in town and a white that nearly matches the color of the snow. The men in town, 

who think he’s some sort of vagrant, call him ‘Spots’. But I’ve watched him trap animals, 

watched him cross a frozen river without creating a crack, watched him start a fire with 
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two wet sticks and put it out with one sturdy pat. So out of respect for my friend, I don’t 

call him Spots. 

To his face, at least. 

He looks over at me, and in his extended hand sits the tin can. He nods gently. I take it. 

“Arden should be here,” I say, under my breath. “It should be both of us -- she was both 

of our --” 

“Your brother is a long ways away. You can wait for him, but you may spend your whole 

life waiting. Cam… to protect those we love, sometimes we must move on without 

them.” 

I think about it for a second and turn to face the valley below. A northern gust comes 

from behind us and I feel balance slipping. I take the cloth off the top of the tin can and 

the wind takes the white dust, what’s left of her, to wherever it will go.  

Spots hums a song next to me, and though it’s barely audible in the wind, I feel it echo 

down the mountain. 

And just like that, my mother is gone.  
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TODAY, AT HOME 

 

It is midway through November and we think that the first snow will fall tonight. The sky 

is darkening because of the setting sun but also because of thick, gray clouds which blot 

it out. It is already very cold and bitter outside the walls of our cabin, which sits backed 

up to a clearing and the edge of the mountains on one side and a patch of forest on the 

other. In the winter, winds pick up down our side of the mountains. Whoever built the 

thing, years ago, must have planned to use it only in the summer, or simply did not 

possess enough foresight to construct the thing with a little more shelter from the wind. It 

does not matter, really -- this is where Arden and I live, and it is far too late to move it. 

We can’t move into town with our herd, either. Sheep and goats hardly play nice out 

here, much less with neighbors. And they need room to graze. Lots of it, during the 

summer, when the herd grows. 

I’m working on the fence. An corner post holding the wire near the woods is undone so I 

struggle to plug it back into the earth. We don’t have time to cut a new tree and have no 

firewood to spare, so for now it will work. Wolves don’t come this far down, typically, 

and I hold out onto a hope that they remember my yell if they happen to make their way 

through the poorly mended fence. Good enough, all things considering. I can fix it later.  

I look at the flock. Last week, I sheared a few sheep in order to work on some coats in the 

event that we’re trapped inside, thinking the snow would come later, but it is nearly here. 
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I hope I have not miscalculated too drastically. The few sheared sheep are the hardier, 

older ones -- used to the cold, I hope. But I’ve been wrong before.  

“This damn thing! It’s all slanted.” Arden knocks hammer into wood and clips the nail he 

was aiming for at an odd angle. 

He’s working on the cabin, a little bit at a time. Since Arden began his education, his 

precise side comes out more and more. It helps as he nails bits of scrap wood onto the 

door frame to prevent the entrance of unwelcome cold air. He’s frustrated, dealing with 

our lopsided, unfortunately constructed cabin and sits sizing it up, his right leg creased 

over his left stump and the peg extended from it.  

Arden’s become used to better. Better food, indoor plumbing -- things of great design, 

well built. I view this as a disadvantage. Maybe it will help him in his work, as an 

engineer -- but for our purposes, entitlement serves only to remind us of what we don’t 

have.  

Arden complains more when he comes home, which isn’t often. He’s seen the other side, 

as he takes the train with his father, sits in on trade meetings and takes classes in the city. 

He claims our valley and mountains are cold, harsh, unforgiving, that the setting of our 

home breeds a people with these same qualities. He’s right, but I don’t see how this is a 

bad thing.  

They’re teaching him, Arden and the other fresh, young minds of the frontier, the new 

technologies. Drilling for oil, the black stuff that will light the world on fire. Arden insists 

it is for the betterment of the town -- striking oil will bring a second railroad, more 
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workers, a boost to the economy. These ideas are too abstract to me, I tell Arden, but he 

asserts that more people will buy our wool and goat milk, and that’s supposed to make 

me support the drilling effort, but they’re loud and take him away from home, so I won’t. 

We sell enough to get by, and his father basically headed up the coal effort before it 

busted and is on the forefront of the burgeoning drilling campaign. He is likely already 

rich, though Arden knows more about his father’s finances than I do, and if the men 

strike oil, he will be the prime benefactor besides the railroad conglomerates who support 

his venture. Garrett can and will provide for Arden, in any case, and I can find a way to 

support myself. No matter how much oil flows -- or doesn’t -- through town, people will 

still buy wool.  

A flake falls as we finish mending the door, and another and another behind it. Soon 

winter has begun, born not with the screeching and violence of lambs and their mothers 

but instead the silence of snow. Arden and I look up.  

“We’d better hurry.” I say, and make my way across the field to check the fence one last 

time. I take a count of the sheep on the way, all there, and shove the post into the dirt. It’ll 

last through at least this storm. Garrett will arrive tomorrow by train and he and Arden 

will oversee the rig for the next days -- might even be longer -- and I will have little to do 

besides maintenance.  

In front of the door, Arden stares up into the grey sky, with the same expression he wore 

as a boy. He still is, really. I wonder what he’s looking at. He extends his tongue to catch 

a snowflake.  
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“How long have we been here?” Arden asks as he picks at his food, the small amount of 

roasted meat and potatoes. He said he wasn’t hungry when he made the plate so I’ll keep 

the rest for tomorrow.  

“What do you mean? Ma moved here when was a baby, before you were even --”  

“No, no. People, in general. The frontier, you know, it hasn’t been pushing forever. 

People have been East a lot longer, and things are way bigger. Even just a little bit on the 

train.” He takes a bite. 

“They tell you that at school?”  

“Well, yeah, you been over to Alamosa, too. Obviously it ain’t far, but lots of people live 

there, and even more farther, across the plains and towards the ocean. But out here, all the 

way in Hermon -- when do you think the first people came here?  

I pause to think about it for a moment. This seems like a trick, something he already 

knows the answer to. Arden does this without realizing it, makes me feel stupid without 

trying. He can read books, sure, but not always me.  

“I don’t know. Probably twenty, thirty years? What are you getting to, here?” 

“What I’m saying, I mean, I read this journal, at school,” Arden says, rolling faster and 

faster through his words, excited. “It was from another town, but it was talking. Talking 

about people who were out here, on the frontier and all, tucked up in the mountains just 

like us -- but years ago. Much more than twenty. Maybe even a hundred. When no one 

else had even been here.” 
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“Indians, you think?” I say, arching an eyebrow.  

“Not all the way up here. Wild people… different people. Different from us, in a lot of 

ways --” 

I find it challenging to contain my laughter, and it escapes in a short. “Demons. You’re 

trying to find those damn demons, now? Arden, what are they teaching you?” 

“The journal says they exist! Or that they could.”  

“They could exist, if your dad needed an excuse to whoop my ass. ‘Don’t lose the sheep, 

don’t go out too far at dark, don’t have any fun at all or else the demon will get you!’” I 

croak, imitating Garrett best as I can. It sounds just like him, I think. 

Arden buries his face in the stew. He’s embarrassed now, ashamed of what he knows or 

thinks he does. Maybe he’s smarter than I am, reads more than big brother. But I won’t 

let him have it, at least not yet.  

“You think you know these mountains,” he looks up, defiance flashing in his eyes. “You 

didn’t even know there was oil. Tending the sheep all day didn’t reveal THAT mystery to 

you.” 

I feel the boil rising in my chest and I clutch the spoon hard, about to break it across the 

wooden shaft. I stare at my own stew, uneaten. Exhale.  

“Maybe so.” 

 

Arden dreams, again. He moans out in gibberish and I can’t piece together what he’s 

saying, partially because I’m weary from my own interrupted slumber, and partly because 
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it doesn’t mean anything. I shut my eyes and open them again and see his pale face, 

streaked in sweat despite the fact that we have not fed the furnace in hours. 

He cries out again, cries my name this time, and my eyes are wide open now.  

I crawl out of the straw mat on the floor and rise to meet him on the bed.  

“Arden,” I whisper. I touch his shoulder. His eyes open.  

“She’s…”  

“It was a dream, Arden. You’re alright.” 

He looks towards his feet and sees the right one and notices the absence of his left like 

it’s the first time. Again. Snow falls fast outside our small window. 

“It’s… gone.” 

I’m not sure if he’s talking about the fire, his leg, or our mother. Arden looks towards me 

with the fear of a child in his eyes, and even though I’m only a few short years older than 

him, I wipe the sweat from his cold forehead with my hand in an effort to comfort him. 

The flame in his dreams is not a gentle one found on candles or a useful one in lanterns or 

a stove. It only destroys.  

“It’s gone. But I’m here.” 

He nods at me and closes his eyes. Another night with the same dream of the same blaze, 

the same things lost. He forgets what happened each time, and I envy him for just a 

moment that he could live in that world even a bit. Then the emotion, like all others, 

leaves. I pull the blanket back over him and lay down on my mat.  
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In the morning Arden wakes before me and has started on breakfast. He doesn’t mention 

his episode, so maybe he’s forgotten it or maybe we’re just ignoring it again. He leaves 

for town, less than half a mile away, to meet his father, who arrives by train today with an 

entourage of expert oilmen. It’s unlikely that I’ll see Garrett during his time in town, but I 

think we both prefer it that way. 

Arden and his father’s men will meet at the center of town and then head for the north 

end, where the rig will make its first purchase on the land. An exciting day for the town. 

Oil equals money and fresh blood and those are life in the mountains, where life is hard 

to come by.  

I stay with the sheep on days like today as Arden observes and fetches books for the 

engineers. I take the rest of my breakfast outside and shovel the potatoes into my mouth. 

Almost a foot of snow fell in the night, but the sun is shining, through some clouds. It 

will be clear throughout the morning until the afternoon, when it will likely snow again. 

The sheep are loud already. Arden and I sheared a few coats last week, so they’re an odd 

misshapen blob as they stand together in the deep snow. The dumb creatures stare at me.  

The ram stands in front. I set the empty plate onto a post and tap at its face. One gets its 

attention. Two tightens its glare. Upon the third tap the ram rears its back legs. I take a 

few steps back and widen my stance as it lowers its horns to charge.  

Everyone has their own morning routine.  
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The sheep are fed their grains from the shed but I won’t go into town yet because Raul, to 

whom I’ll deliver a goat, will be at the rig until the afternoon.  

I take the sword off the mantle above the fireplace. It’s sheathed and rusty, an artifact 

from the war. The only evidence of war, this far out from the rest of the world. No 

tactical advantage for either side to come all the way out here, Arden says. Mother told 

me it was my father’s sword, and I choose to believe her in death rather than Arden’s 

father in life, who claimed that he probably took it off a dead man. Garrett, with his hard 

nose and downward stare, never knew my father. He was bitter that our mother knew a 

man before him. This is an irrational part of me, a part that protects or provides for no 

one but myself. I give myself only a few such thoughts or actions a day.  

Another irrational action is inlaid within the habit I’ve picked up with the sword. I nudge 

the sheep with the blunt sheath in a small circle around me, and they move and stand 

dumbly. Then, I wrestle the from its sheath and it is free, and so am I.  

 

A sheep is missing. It takes me too long to realize it in the blankets of snow as I twirl 

recklessly with the blade. They’re not all here. The corner post lies on the ground. I don’t 

remember it unstuck this morning, but I must have missed it in the snow. Through the 

hole in the fence I can see a set of hoofprints. They’re small, so it’s probably one of the 

young sheep, just exiting lambhood. All sheep are stupid, but this age range especially so. 

We need every sheep as winter settles in, and while a lone sheep grazing unsupervised 
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really won’t destroy the few crops still growing, the farmers near our property have been 

known to start feuds over less.  

I form a plan as push the post back into the frozen ground, this time on the outside of our 

fence. I’ll find the sheep in the woods and keep trekking through to Raul in town, where 

we’ll trade sheep for potatoes and I’ll make my way back. It’s a longer way and likely 

involves deeper but under current circumstances it will be more efficient, and I’ll be able 

to avoid the foot traffic around town as the train comes to the end of the line with 

Garrett’s oilmen. I’ll also be able to avoid Garrett. I swing the sword on its strap over my 

shoulder. You never know.  

The snow is deep and my boots are cold already, not even a few minutes into the chase. 

The sheep can’t have gone far, but it will make me work to catch it, it seems. These 

woods go deep and edge the side of the mountain, so I am just hoping it hasn’t made it all 

the way through and up the mountain, where it will be harder to climb and perhaps not 

even worth the effort. The tracks could stop there.  

I follow the tracks, darting beneath and over deadfall, slinging myself haphazardly 

through gaps in the trees. We’re getting to the section of the forest hit most badly by the 

fire, years ago -- some trees fallen and some still standing, but about half of all of them 

burned black. Dead trees can stand for years, maybe even decades, I’ve heard, before 

falling, though their exterior makes no attempts to hide their mortality.  

I can tell by the tracks that the sheep is making a good pace, has an intuitive sense, maybe 

not of this landscape specifically, but of movement in harsh terrain. They dip below 
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spaces I couldn’t possibly fit under. This fits the bill for stupid sheep behavior, though 

it’s curious that it moves so fast throughout the woods. As far as I can tell, there is 

nothing chasing it -- at least not on the ground. I peak above as I move throughout the 

forest -- no evidence of a wayward eagle, which wouldn’t be the first time one of the 

things tried to hunt something significantly larger than it. I guess you can’t blame it for 

trying, the bird, but attempts to kill or transport such a large animal would be ill-advised. 

I think of this and can’t help laughing through the snow, imagining an eagle taking lift 

with a sheep baaing helplessly in its talons. Idiot. It’s then that I notice the sheep tracks 

stop.  

They don’t make it above treeline, because deep in the woods, surrounded by spruce 

trees, the hoof tracks are completely gone. They’re replaced by two tracks heading deeper 

into the woods, still small -- smaller than Arden’s one foot, even, and much smaller than 

mine, which are a man’s size, though the rest of my body is still catching up.  

These tracks are human, though. That much is for sure. They come from one direction 

and lead further into the woods. The sheep tracks are gone. Which can only mean one 

thing. 

Someone has stolen my sheep.  

 

  

17 



 
 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

YEARS AGO, IN THE SUMMER 

 

During summers in our youth, when work was finished with the sheep, Arden and I 

would venture into deeper into the woods and up the slopes of the mountains. Arden 

would bring whatever paper he could find, often discarded bits from men in town, and 

he’d map the area with the few pencils our mother kept around the home. This was before 

the fire, before the accident, and so we accompanied each other in nearly every endeavor. 

Arden could move more quickly, too, with the full usage of both his legs.  

The same thing happened nearly every time. Arden would march up to the crest of a hill, 

sit down, and look out for a while. He’d trace across the paper, without even looking at it, 

using the backside of the pencil. I wondered why he did this, and he told me it’s because 

he wanted it to be perfect. Or at least as perfect as possible. Then, carefully, with thin, 

measured lines, he would draw the contours of the mountains, shade in the forests, 

delicately map the rivers. This process would take some time, so I’d often nap in the 

sunshine while my younger brother worked.  

Once, Arden brought all of his maps, in an effort to corroborate the general geography 

and perhaps even connect multiple maps.  

We made the journey up a hill, a longer than average distance from home, and above 

treeline, when the rains broke. For most of June, in our part of the world, it is dry, until 
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one day towards the end of the month or in early July. There is always one day where it 

begins -- a few clouds roll in suddenly, and it seems like it may miss you, but the rain 

comes, slowly at first and then rapidly, and for the rest of the summer you can count on it 

raining every afternoon, just after lunch.  

The rain started in the same way, on that day, and I remember Arden shoving the maps as 

delicately as possible in the torrent, trying not to crumple them, into his knapsack. We 

flew down the hills and were soaked in the rain as we ran through the forest towards our 

home. At first we were grave, but as the rain soaked deeper and deeper, levity took hold 

and we hollered laughter, stumbling all the way home.  

When we finally took shelter, our mother scolded us for tracking in water, but in her own 

gentle way. Arden remembered his maps, and took them out of the waterlogged leather 

bag. They were soaked, and the pages that didn’t immediately crumble had already been 

washed of their carefully constructed lines. He sighed, and our mother and I drew near in 

an attempt to console. Instead of shedding tears, he looked down at his muddied, soggy 

creations and smiled.  

“The next ones will be better,” he said.  

It was in these moments that my brother and I learned the country where we grew up, the 

shape and feel of the land, in a manner that didn’t allow us to forget.  
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TODAY, IN THE SNOW 

 

The forest doesn’t always end when you think it will, but if you stay tight to the game 

trails and keep heading uphill, you’ll exit on the side you want to be -- above it all, able 

to look down and see the land below. This is helpful for catching sheep, or those who 

steal them, but the thief has the same thought. The tracks lead up through the snow, 

diving between trees at random intervals. I follow them loosely, opting for speed instead 

of accuracy. I know the land, what is essentially my backyard, better than anyone else. 

It’s curious, however, that they haven’t taken any circular turns yet. That’s a strong 

tendency, to loop back to where we were before, sometimes out of fear and sometimes 

out of confusion. But it’s only for people who don’t know the land as well, which is 

everyone besides the animals that make the place their home. And me.  

I most fast in the snow, gaining traction towards the clearing ahead. It’s deceptively far 

away, but I know it and keep moving, allowing the slope to carry me more than trying 

myself to dominate it. The snow cushions the ground for the small moments of tumbling. 

As I pop into the clearing and Mount Hermon above comes into full view, I turn off 

balance, and slip into the snow. I gather myself and rise to my feet, readjusting the sword 

across my back.  

The footprints ahead end, and at that point there’s a splotch of red in the snow. It reflects 

bright in my eyes after emerging from the trees. Beyond that is even more surprising -- an 

area, the shape of a circle, around five feet across -- Brown. Melted through, all the way 
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to rock and soil. I walk into the circle and touch the ground. It’s not just warm but hot on 

my fingers.  

I notice a crease in the snowfall, leading across the ridge, traversing the side of the 

mountain towards the inner valley, where men drill for oil. It small path, dug unnaturally 

across the landscape. Whatever made this heat is taking some with it and melting through 

the snowfall along the way. I think about the demons Arden mentioned. And then I think 

about Arden, at the rig. 

I follow the melted out path, walking, then running.  

 

The figure appears as a black dot at first, crossing against the clean white expanse. I can 

see it in the distance and nearly double pace, almost jogging at the slight downhill slopes. 

In the distance, the sounds from the rig -- clanking, jeering and men yelling -- echo up the 

mountain. We’re getting closer, the thief and I. I follow his melted path, though the melt 

decreases as it stretches across the traverse. It’s still better to follow, so I don’t have to 

carve my own path through deep snow. It’s only a matter of time before I catch the thief 

-- he’s clearly a slower hiker than I am, I know the territory better, he has the burden of 

blazing a trail while I just follow it. Plus, as I get closer, I can see the sheep swung over 

his shoulders. The weight no doubt decreases his speed. I don’t know if he has taken the 

time to look behind him, either -- so he may not know he’s even being pursued.  

I gain on the thief steadily, but I am impatient so it feels like it takes years. He crosses 

over a ridge, one that will take him just above Raw Valley, where the rig lies and men 
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work. I lose sight of the thief and wonder if he’s making his way to the mine entrances, 

which sit past the rig, through a small wooded area just past another ridge, on the other 

side of the valley, northwest of town and directly west of the rig site.  

Mount Hermon was theorized to contain gold, at one point -- but it turns out it only held 

coal. Still, mines were dug and deepened in search for resources, and while coal brought 

less fortune than gold would, it still provided an element of usefulness that made it worth 

seeking. Arden says the decision to shut down the mine was a financial one by the 

brokers who owned the railroad. I don’t know how they decided that, or how they 

enforced it, but Arden says that money moves more than just goods, these days.  

I reach the top of the ridge that the thief has already crossed over. The figure still small in 

the distance and continues across the same sharp traverse angle on a harsh slope, towards 

the mines. He wears what looks like a dark black coat and appears hunchbacked, 

probably carrying my sheep. Maybe an old man from town has finally lost his mine and 

reverted to animalism. I’m almost certain the mines are where he’ll go next -- but I don’t 

think I can catch him before he gets there as I think the measurements through in my 

mind. 

Below is the rig. It’s far away, so I can’t see more than the shape of it, or the small black 

ants of men as they toil. I wonder if Arden is down there. I’ll bring the thief to him, see if 

he has any recommendations for what to do with him, once I catch him. But I won’t catch 

him if he gets into the mines, so I let loose my voice.  
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“HEY!” The yell leaves my throat and echoes across the valley. I lift my sword from it’s 

sheath threateningly.  

I wonder if the men at the rig will hear the yell over the sounds of their work. The thief 

turns -- he hears it, that much is certain -- and our eyes connect from far away. I can’t see 

his face well -- but he doesn’t look old. In fact, it seems like it’s a boy. There will be time 

to ascertain his identity once I catch him. He stands there, facing me. Looks back, down 

the mountain, and then at me again -- and then, in the distance, the thief drops something 

off his shoulders -- the sheep, I guess -- and clambers down the sheer mountain. 

I enter a full run in pursuit. I skirt along the same traverse path for a moment, then think 

better of it and flail down the mountain angling between the thief and the rig. I howl out, 

and by now the men at the rig have to notice us, two dark figures screaming down a 

slope, rambling towards them. I’m moving faster than the thief, surely, but he has an 

advantage as he goes straight down the slope instead of running across at the angle I’ve 

chosen. I’m still getting closer and he looks back, fear flashing across his eyes, cloaked in 

a dark, shambly jacket of what looks like pelts. The thief is not an old man, like I thought 

-- he’s a young boy. Small, well before the age when boys begin growth into men. Blood 

is splotched across his face.  

The earth rumbles and I stop and set the sword to my side as black liquid erupts from the 

earth and up the interior of the steel rig, spilling into the air and then falling back into the 

ground, turning the whole valley a seeping black.  
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They’ve done it. Garrett and his men, and Arden, they’ve found what they’re looking for. 

I breathe in through my nose and the smell is all the way out here, already. I forget about 

the thief, the boy for a moment. I look up at Mount Hermon and above me, about fifty 

feet, at the footpath, before the boy sent down the hill, is my sheep. It’s crumpled and 

burnt, body totally blackened, like it’s been scorched, and I can see one front and one 

back leg -- but it’s missing the other two. I wonder how the boy did such a thing --  

The boy! He’s flying down the slope with a renewed vigor. I yell again, fury and 

confusion rising in my voice. This feels dangerous, suddenly, and I think of Arden, down 

below and what this boy covered in blood could do next. I sprint, fueled by an oncoming 

fear, the source of which I do not know. I ramble after the boy, yelling the whole way 

down -- 

“Run! Arden! Go!” 

The men below don’t hear, and the thief draws nearer to the rig.  

“Stop!”  

The boy comes to a sliding stop, just above the rig, but he doesn’t look back at me. He 

just stares below. The men stop their celebration, their whooping and hooting in the 

excitement of their newfound riches. I scan over the rig, at least a hundred men all 

around, but I can’t find Arden. Silence falls over the crowd as they notice the boy 

covered in blood posed above them, and the only noise, the only motion is that of the oil 

gushing from the earth and into the sky, splashing onto the snow. The boy stands in a 

puddle of the black stuff.  
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The thief raises his small hand and from it springs a flame, seemingly held on a string but 

growing larger and larger above his palm. There is no way to justify this, not in anything 

I’ve yet seen in my life. The boy looks at the flame then down at the rig, at the men, 

across the valley.  

He slams his palm into the black snow. 

Within moments, the valley -- the rig, the snow, the men -- are all engulfed in flame.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

HOUSE ON FIRE 

 

That night, the first thing I hear is the screaming. It seemed to echo from outside of our 

house, through the woods. It was then that I smelled the smoke, before I saw any part of 

the flame or felt it engulfing our cabin. My eyes adjusted to the orange through the 

blackness of our home at night. The fire grew around me, around us as I nudged Arden to 

wake up, slow in the early morning cottonmouth stage, and my brain refused to find the 

reality of what was happening. Maybe the smoke was slowing my brain down, but the 

flame licking the wall felt inevitable, like it had always been there, a permanent resident 

in our home. I wondered if I left the lantern outside and some breath of wind came across 

the outer surface of our home, or if some sheep rustled in its sleep and the flame came 

loose from its container and decided to eat our cabin alive.  

Arden woke and coughed and I put these things out of my mind as I scrambled through 

our home. Our mother woke up in the other room and covered our mouths with small 

segments of cloth. The fire grew around us as Arden tried to put on his shoes. The east 

side of the cabin, where the door opened to the sunrise each morning, burned the 

heaviest. Ma realized this and in a flurry used her elbow to break through the window 

over the bed where Arden and I slept. The flame was gaining now, creeping up onto the 

bed, and her clothes caught and made it worse. She grunted as she slammed her elbow 
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through the glass and upon entry sliced the side of her arm. Ma yelped out and Arden 

started screaming there on the bed, flame encroaching faster and faster, so I swatted at it, 

trying to use the blanket which was already on fire to put the rest of it out.  

The cabin filled with smoke and the smoke filled our lungs and my vision blurred as our 

mother lifted Arden, shrieking, through the window. He didn’t want to go, irrationally, 

and held against the window frame as she pushed him out. Arden kicked out, shattering 

glass as he was halfway through the window and out into the snow.  

“You’re going to be alright!” My mother called out to him. Blood soaked her hands as 

she turned to me. I kept slapping the blanket, now mostly wrapped in flame, against the 

edges of the bed. It did little to turn the fire away, and my head felt light. “We have to go, 

Cam!”  

I looked out the window at Arden, below, screaming and clutching his foot. Blood soaked 

through the snow from a gash in his foot where a shard of the window lodged. I looked at 

my mother as lifted me up to the window, kissed my forehead and pushed me out. I felt a 

thud as I landed on top of Arden, but my vision was gone and I couldn’t lift my hands 

any more. I felt the world fade away. 

 

When I woke up, it was early morning and the sun peeked through the trees. I was being 

dragged away, across the snow, by leathery hands I didn’t recognize. I felt the cold snow 

across my legs and jolted awake, crawling to Arden in the snow. The bleeding on his foot 
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had stopped. It was hard to tell if he was breathing, but his chest moved, however 

shallow. I looked up at the man, who wore a dark coat and splotches across his face. 

The cabin, a few feet away, shed smoke silently in the early light, structure dark and then 

ashen in places across the walls, eastern wall burned out. Roof collapsed. Mother. I 

looked at Arden and then back at the cabin. Then up at the man. Snow covered my legs 

but I didn’t feel it. I shuffled over to Arden, shaking him lightly, then with fervor. 

He spoke in a low and gravelly voice as he crouched next to me, overlooking my brother. 

“You’re alright, now. We can --” 

“Arden.” I said, voice shaking in the cold. I looked up at him. “I need to save him.” 

He looked at me. The man considered it for a moment, then swung his pack into the snow 

and reached deliberately for something strapped to the side.  

The old man unsheathed a blade, half a foot in length, serrated with jagged teeth along 

the edge.  

“We’ll do it. But it will come at a cost.”  

I breathed in deep. Out. Then nodded. The man nodded back. 

“I’ll need you to hold him down.” 
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VALLEY AFLAME 

 

Everything is on fire but it hasn’t gone too deep, yet, and it likely won’t. There are few 

trees in the open valley where the rig is positioned, spitting up fire, but the oiled up snow 

burns throughout, and men scream in terror, few processing what has happened. Many of 

them carry flame on their backs and arms and legs and try to put it out by leaping into 

cold snow, only to find out the snow, too, is soaked in oil and now ignites.  

I need to save him. I look across the valley from my vantage point, breath steadying, 

There are probably fifty men working the rig today, including my brother and he’ll be 

farther away. But there’s oil everywhere, so the flame could reach him. I see a figure 

hobbling in the distance, and it looks shorter than the others, so maybe it’s an injured man 

or maybe it’s Arden on his peg. I look down the mountain and clench my my back and 

leap, sending my legs in front of me and lifting them as I begin to skid downward 

towards the valley, sledding on my backside the way Arden and I did as kids, when we 

only had one makeshift sled between the two of us on a snowy day.  

I skirt from side to side down the steep decline shifting my weight from left to right and 

swatting the snow with my hands to steer and slow myself. The snow shallows and planes 

out as I get closer to the valley and the rig, and I tumble against a rock, small at first, and 

then another and another, beating my body until it flips around. I catch myself against the 

snow on a deep rock and jolt to a stop, facing the top of the mountain, the peak above me. 
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I take a breath and look down, then back up. In my second glance I see the boy skirting 

across the side of the mountain.  

The boy -- the demon, really -- is above me, too. He turns from the chaos, looking west 

towards the woods and the mines within. Where is he going? He’s moving slow, now, 

with a noticeable gimp. Should I have gone after him? It’s too late now to wonder such 

things, but I can’t help myself from watching after seeing what the thing did, sending the 

whole valley into an orange stupor. I look on as the boy tumbles through the snow, losing 

his balance and falling into the mountain.  

From the opposite direction -- the forest on the east side, where our cabin sits -- a figure 

dashes across the footpath created by the boy and I in the snow. It’s cloaked in a dark 

coat, covering its face, like the boy -- I wonder if it’s another demon -- and running 

towards the young one. I shift my weight to get a better look -- 

And the rock comes loose under the layer of snow, and I’m tumbling down the mountain 

again, this time with much less grace than my first attempt, which was hardly graceful 

anyway. Fire still grows from the top of the rig, below, but elsewhere it dies.  

I look up in the confusion, snow entering the crevasses of my coat and pants, tumbling 

against rocks and ice. The black figure scoops up the demon, tosses him over his back 

like a woolen sack of potatoes, and scrambles across the traverse towards the west. 

They’re going to the mines.  
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I hit another rock with a thud and stop sliding. I’m at the base of the valley, and most of 

last night’s snow is gone in the flames. The black figure and the demon-child are gone, 

up above, presumably deep within the mountain. 

I scan throughout the valley. The platform is spouting flame from the top, still, and it 

doesn’t threaten to stop. Most of the fifty-odd men attend to others lain out on the ground. 

A few are at the rig, meddling cautiously in an attempt to shut off the flame. Just past it, a 

figure sits on the ground. Smaller than most. Staring straight up at the expanse of flame 

above his head. Arden. I make my to him, running slower than before but still quick 

enough to make my breakfast rumble in my stomach. Voices ring out throughout the 

valley surrounding the platform and as I run the stench of smoke and burned flesh fills 

my head.  

“Get the doctor!”  

“The steel lever on the left, shut it -- damnit, the left one!” 

Arden is alive, if in a stupor. He’s staring wide eyed up at the rig, which he’d studied so 

hard to just know the inner workings. And now here it is, aflame and with no mechanisms 

to halt it. He doesn’t notice me as I approach. 

“Arden.” I lean down next to him. His eyes widen, surprised I’m next to him. His peg is 

charred next to him and it seems he’s given up on placing it back on his leg.  

“How did that thing --”  

“It was a boy,” I go to work to fasten the peg to his stump. “He took a sheep. I chased 

him through the woods. Couldn’t have been older than ten years old.” 
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“Why would it --” Arden grunts as I jab the peg into his stump. It doesn’t hold, so I swing 

the sword from my back, unsheathe it, and carve out a smooth surface on the interior of 

the peg. 

“Maybe it was one of those demons you were talking about, Arden. Hell if I know,” I 

say. “You and your father are just lucky more men weren’t hurt. Anyways, it’s gone, and 

we’d better get help for your prospectors --” 

“Where’d it go, this demon?” Standing above us is Garrett. His hard jawline is covered in 

soot and he glares down at me. “You chased it here?” 

“I… the mines, I think.” I stutter my words as I finish fastening Arden’s peg. Garrett 

doesn’t make a motion to help his son. He stares blankly at a patch of snow, calculating. 

“Let’s go home, Arden.” The peg is loosened too much to walk reliably, so I heave Arden 

onto my back and grip his legs under my arms and move past Garrett, towards town.  

“You’ll need to take us in there. To catch the… thing that did this.” Garrett speaks 

without lifting his head. I stop. A few figures approach from Hermon -- the town doctor 

and his assistant , carrying a massive bag stacked with medical equipment. “Even if we 

stop the rig now, that thing will come back, it could kill us all --” 

“What do you know about that hellspawn -- did you know before you started drilling?” I 

say. 

Garrett doesn’t flinch. He knew. “You brought it here, Camelot,” he says. Blood rises to 

my face when he uses my full name. “You languished years of childhood dillying in the 

woods, the mines, while Arden was studying. You know them better than me, better than 
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my men. I’m going to take a crew into the mineshaft in an hour. You’ll lead us,” He 

pushes his coat away from his body at his hips and motions to his revolver, the newest six 

shooter, holstered to his belt. “And I’ll kill it. 

“Father!” Arden cries out from his position on my back. I forgot he was listening, but 

didn’t forget his weight. “This is reckless -- we don’t even know what that boy is, much 

less --” 

“When we kill it, I’ll take you with us.” Garrett says to me, ignoring Arden on my back. 

“To Alamosa, or wherever else you want to go. Take your brother into town and to the 

infirmary. You’ll lead men. Think of it as an opportunity.”  

I don’t break eye contact with Garrett as I weigh the plan in my head.  

“Cam,” Arden whispers in my ear, intended for me but loud enough so Garrett can still 

hear. “You don’t have to do this -- it’s too dangerous --” 

I pat his leg and nod to my brother. I look back towards Garrett. 

“Bring your crew to the edge of the woods in thirty minutes.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

OLD MAN, YOUNG BOY 

 

Spots wails down the cavern, almost a primal yodel type of noise, and it echoes 

throughout, softening. He stares down in the darkness, torch in his hand extinguished and 

soggy from the collapse of rain outside, uncommon but not impossible on a early August 

evening. Usually the rains come earlier in the day, he told me as the drops fell. We’re 

only a short ways into the mines, so I can still see the edges of his face reflected in the 

light from the moon and clouds bouncing into the early tunnel. 

“There’s no way you can --”  

“This is the right entrance,” he says, confidant in his assertion. He walks forward, 

continuing to speak. “It should continue this direction, downwards at a slight angle, and 

then bend to our right.” 

I’m planted in my boots, a little soggy. “What if it’s not?” I ask. “If you’re wrong. And 

we get stuck down here. How do you even do that -- tell the distance? It didn’t echo back 

--” 

“Everything echoes back to us, young one,” he says, stopping to face me. I can only 

barely make out the visage in the faint light, but I can see the patches and can feel his 

dark, kind eyes through the dimness. I sigh and walk forward, and he turns down into the 

mineshaft, probably pleased with his motivational skills.  
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“That doesn’t even mean anything. That’s just another one of those dumb, vague things 

you always say,” I say. Spots laughs. “Maybe it means something to Arden, but I can see 

through -- hear through -- your crap.” 

Spots laughs again, louder, and the sound echoes through the walls. I’m irked that he’s 

making fun of me -- he’d say ‘making fun with you, Cam’  and fueling his bizarre 

navigation technique. Annoying old man. 

“He’s coming back soon, anyway. You should teach him this stuff. He’d love it,” I say. 

“He’s always been into science, sounds, physics -- whatever you call it.” 

“You consider this a science?” Spots says. “Very interesting, Cam. Maybe that’s why you 

refuse to understand, to even try out our little lesson from the bats. You’re caught up on 

what you can’t understand and won’t accept the possibility that the mountain might just 

teach you. Because unlike your brother, you don’t really need a reason for things to be 

the way they are. You think you do, but you’re wrong. You’ll get by just fine on the 

feeling -- the intuition of the mountain, of what it gives and takes.” 

“That doesn’t make sense.”  

“It will one day. Maybe sooner than you think,” He says, and I can feel his grin even in 

the darkness, almost see the gaps in his teeth. “Besides, you’ll have to figure these things 

out for yourself one day, quite possibly very soon in that same breath.” 

“You’re not leaving, are you?” I ask. We’re deep within the caverns, now, and he is 

almost entirely invisible. I nearly trip on a crag and catch myself just in time to escape an 

ugly bruise. 
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“I haven’t made plans. But I don’t need to. The mountain will do it for me, I think. And 

maybe you too, should you open yourself up to that possibility!” 

“That’s -- don’t you have something keeping you here? Your home, a family -- you’ve 

mentioned them before. Why do you have to go?”  

“My shack in the woods is, in truth, a very disposable estate. It will go to fine use, either 

to some vagabond or a wayward bear, I’d like to think, in my absence.” Spots says. “And 

my family is very far away. Like yours. Nothing to keep this old man chained down. 

There’s nothing I can give them, not now at least. So yes, I’ll leave. Quite possibly soon.” 

“Can I… will you take me with you?” I say, under my breath. He hears me, of course.  

“Oh, surely not, boy.” 

“But -- but I… what will I do without --” 

 He stops suddenly as I trail behind and I run into his backside and slip onto the rock, 

gently. A small thud. Spots is silent for the first time since we began our journey into the 

mineshaft.  

“This is it. What we came for,” he says. 

I pull myself up on the tail of his coat as he lifts a match from his pocket and strikes it 

against the wall of the cavern. The orange of the small flame flickers against the walls -- 

and it’s not black, but red. The wall is covered in red -- glittering, like blood mixed with 

water and illuminated by small flame.  

“The mountain gives and takes,” Spots says in a low voice. “This wall of gems was 

useless to the men who dug here, and too hard to extract or dig through, so they left it. 
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Give and take. Now it’s here, for us. And whoever else comes after. Hidden gems, if you 

will.” 

I nod in amazement as the match burns through.  

“That’s the difference, between you and I, at least for now. Cam, your brother needs you. 

I don’t know yet for what. But he will need you. And despite what you think, you have so 

much left to give, just like the mountain has so much left to give you to you.” 

“What about you -- you have things to give, too! To me, to your family --” 

“Oh no,” he smiles in the matchlight. “They don’t want what I have to give. They’ve 

made that very clear.” 

The match burns itself down to Spot’s fingers, and the wall of red might still be there, but 

it doesn’t feel that way, not anymore, here in the darkness. 
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ONWARD 

 

COLD LANDSCAPE 

 

Arden’s fist slams into my nose and I’m blinded for a moment. I growl as tears and blood 

from the impact drip down my face into the snow. I didn’t think he’d do it. My brother is 

surprising me more and more during our trip into the wild.  

“You little shit.” I say. He’s standing in what he thinks is a fighting stance, bouncing on 

the toes he has, even in the snow. His right leg is posed behind him and he swings with 

his right fist towards my face. I catch it with my left and use my right hand to grab the 

blade slung on top of my pack. It’s still in the sheath when I sweep his peg. It comes 

loosened from its stump. 

Arden falls backwards into the cushioned snow. He grunts and tries to push himself back 

up, but the combination of the deep snow and his dislodged peg makes it impossible. He 

stares up at me and I stare back, fire pumping through my veins. I take a breath and wipe 

my nose.  

“I’m sorry.” I say. He looks at me like a wounded animal. I don’t know what he 

expected, but I have to be the older brother and make the first apology.  

“I wish you would listen to me. If we get lost out here —“  

“We’re not lost.” I interrupt him. Arden’s insistence on being right frustrates me more 

than his fists.  
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“Oh. Sure. That’s why you won’t show me where we are on the map. Because we’re not 

lost.” 

I’m about to beat him with the sheath. I hear a voice behind me.  

“Is that it?” Ash says. It’s the first time since our last meal — yesterday — that the small 

boy has said a word. He’s pawing at a small flame held aloft in his dark, splotched hands.  

In the valley behind us, the cold fog has lightened, and through the grey a cliff peeks out.  

He’s right. That’s our mountain.  

I look down at Arden. He gives he that damn look as I help him up and fasten the peg 

back to his left leg. I can feel that smarmy grin in the back of my head as we stomp 

through the snowfield towards the peak. 

“I told you —“ 

“Shut the hell up.” 

 

COLD HEART 

 

The snow falls fast as Arden and the boy huddle over the logs. We’ve already dug out the 

few inches of snow beneath. Between the creases of Arden’s coat I see the spark and then 

the prolonged flame, seemingly without a source. It grows larger as he presses it into the 

undercarriage of the teepee of logs and catches the rolled cotton from our coats. The 

pines and the dead fall we leaned against the trees will keep us dry but not warm. Not 

without fire.  
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Arden looks at the boy for approval. The boy, ashen skin, considers the flame. He grabs 

Arden’s wrist and tenderly brings it back to the fire. Arden nods and feeds the flame. He 

shivers. The main sensation of Arden’s new skill is a growing hunger. The energy to 

provide flame comes from somewhere, he guesses. 

I skin the rabbit with a small knife, sword flat in its sheath, flat on the snow at my side. 

The rash on my arm stings. 

The boy looks at the flame and nods at Arden. He sat back as Arden continued to peer 

into the flame. The boy is young. Maybe eight, half of Arden and I’s age, though Arden 

is still boyish, too. And probably so I am. Arden hobbles, favoring his whole right leg, a 

few inches back from the fire. The boy still stares.  

“What happened to Pa?” the boy said. We knew this question would come up. Arden’s 

eyes meet mine 

“You don’t remember,” I say, uncertain of the right words. “We didn’t know what to do, 

in the mines —“ 

“Cam.” Arden cuts me off. He looks towards the boy. “What’s your name?” 

 “Can’t.” The boy casts his eyes downward. The shadows of the trees dip gain length as 

the sun lowers.  

“Your name.” Arden says. Somehow gentle despite the accusation the question poses. I 

don’t have the same gentleness as my younger brother. 

“No.” The boy mutters. 

“Then I guess I won’t give you my rabbit.” I say. I set the animal down. 
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He looks up from his spot on the ground and stares at me. I stare back into the orange 

reflected by his dark eye. The boy lifts a hand, just barely. Like a magnet, the flame a few 

feet away sparks up and towards him. He rises to his feet, a patch of the flame drifts to 

his hand and hovers above his outstretched palm. I grip the knife with my right hand and 

dig into the snow with my left at my waist. Deadlock. He shakes.  

“Cam. Stop.” Arden stands. He looks to the boy. “Whatever you want to name yourself is 

fine. We’re going to take care of you. That’s what your father asked, and that’s what 

we’ll do.” 

I use my teeth to lift the sleeve of my coat up my arm and see the burn. It festers. I grip 

the snow from my left hand and press it into the wound. It stings. Bitter cold. 

“Ash.” 

“Ash,” Arden says, a mutterence that’s more like a whisper but with the weight of a 

shout. “We’re going to keep you safe. We’re going to get across these mountains. I 

promise you. Cam and I -- we can do it. And not only can we do it -- we will. We’re 

going to protect you.” 

Arden’s promise seems more like a wish upon a star or a pipe dream, to me. But as the 

cold wind rushes over our makeshift camp, promises are the only hope we can muster. I 

decide not to speak out in favor of realism. The boy looks with those deep eyes at my 

brother. Unflinching.  

“But to do that,” Arden says, “We need you to trust us.” 
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