
It took more strength than she wanted to expend to finally crest the snow-covered hill.  Damnation!  If she tired herself out on this one, how would she conquer the next, or the ten or twenty more she just knew were coming?  Her goal would never wait this long.

An impossibly long distance to travel, knee-deep snow as far as the eye could see, and strong winds just in case any part of this journey ever became too easy.  Of course she had to walk directly into them, as well—it just wouldn’t be the same if anything failed to directly hinder her!  Actually, no, she preferred the wind at her front.  No amount of it at her back ever seemed to make the journey any easier, make her any faster or less tired.  It did, however, have a knack for blowing hair in her face.  On a day this impossibly cold, that would mean constant stinging slaps and snaps at her cheeks from black, wet tendrils.  No, as hard as it was to walk directly against the fierce winds, at least she wasn’t flogging herself.

All of this would be easier to bear if she could see anything that remotely resembled a landmark.  Hard enough to tell the white, featureless ground from the white, featureless trees and the white, featureless sky without the wind blinding her.  Alas, it was gleefully waiting to thrust chunks of ice and snow in her eyes as soon as she tried to open them.  Not that there was anything within a day’s distance that could be seen in this wholly blank region, so at least she wasn’t missing anything.  She forced herself to advance, one step at a time, following the wind.  As long as it was directly at her front, she must be heading the right way.  It wouldn’t change direction that fast, would it?  It was too busy attacking her directly to try deception.

Ah, there!  Still no features anywhere to be seen, but as she descended one hill and before she attempted another, the tiny valley between the two at least provided some shelter.  She wondered if she should stop, rest, wait for better weather.  Attempting to navigate an indistinguishable white terrain in a blizzard was madness, but she was late enough as it was.

She asked herself for the hundredth time today exactly what she was doing out here in this forsaken land.  Was finding Jaera really worth all this?  What about her life back home, her work and her livelihood in Garriton?  She had fled there however many years ago—hard to keep track of anything but how cold she was in this blasted storm—and built a life for herself from scratch.  From nothing, not even her name to fall back on, she carved out room and board, an apprenticeship.  It was meager, but it was hers, and damned if she would let Jaera take that from her as well!

No, no sense thinking such things now.  She had come too far for regret.  If she looked back now, she would only see the last white hill she passed.  Perhaps the temporary break from the wind would allow her to pick out a few trees.  However, she would not see her town, her tiny room above the shop, or Ms. Cranch asking if she was sure she wanted to do this, making sure she had enough food for the journey, promising to keep the apprenticeship open should she change her mind, come to her senses.


Still, she knew the urgency of this task.  She had heard the traveling gossip, the rumors of the attack, the raid, Jaera’s capture.  How long ago must it have happened for the news to reach all the way to Garriton?  For all she knew, Jaera had been taken months ago.  Still, she knew Jaera, and that was why she had to act, even if it was this late.  She had to assume that searches were being organized, rescue attempts made, bold schemes carefully planned.  If anyone meant to find Jaera, she had to find them first, and soon.

Slowly hoisting herself up—at least her feet weren’t numb enough to affect her balance yet—she rose and attacked the next hill, her tattered cloak protecting her eyes from the flying ice.  Storm or no storm, If Jaera’s rescuers wouldn’t wait, then neither would she.
