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Mira Goldfist stood in the hearth room of her family’s portion of the caves, cheek stinging. 

Her father Goric’s hand was still raised from when he had slapped her. 

He had never raised his hand to her before. 

Then again, she had never said anything so terrible to him before either. 

“You think it is easy for me to stay here,” he said, voice still trembling with residual anger. 

At first, Mira said nothing. Then, in a muted tone, “That’s what they say.” 

“I did not ask you what they say. I asked you what you think,” said Goric, voice heavy as 

an axe. 

She paused, then said, “Yes.” 

Her father took in a deep breath, long and shuddering, and suddenly he looked much older 

than he had a moment before. He let the breath out, then, leaning heavily on his cane and 

dragging his damaged limb behind him in his awkward, shuffling way, moved to his old, 

sculpted chair, thumping down in its waiting arms. He gave her a long stare she could feel 

straight through her forehead, then began massaging his knee in the same slow, careful way 

she’d seen since she was a child. Since the bogeys had taken her mother. 

“Sit,” he said. 

Mira did, tucking her feet underneath her and setting her fists on her thighs.  

“These others,” he said. “What else do they say?” 

“You said you weren’t—” 

“I’m asking now.” 

Mira swallowed, boot heels shifting uncomfortably beneath her. 

“That you did it on purpose. That you wanted to be hurt. Asked mom.” 

“And where does this information come from?” he asked. She hesitated, and he added, 

“Their sources, not the ones who told you.” 

She looked up, not having considered the question before. “I…I don’t know.” 

“Were any of them there that day? Can ask their parents or another witness?” 

She flinched, knowing few of her friends had parents remaining, that in this way, too, she 

was privileged above them. Or burdened. He continued before she could answer. “I didn’t think 

so. Your friends should consider more carefully what they say when they do not know of what 

they speak.” 

Mira did not tell him that she had heard the same confirmation from her younger brothers 

Ramec and Vasic, that even they believed that their father’s injured knee had been purposeful, a 

way to stay out of the mines. Normally such cowardice was punished most severely, but there 

had been no one to prove that the injury had not, in fact, come from their mother Halla as her 

father had always claimed, and when the others his age had been taken to the mines or killed, the 

role of headman had fallen to him. Though rumors continued to swirl, he had done his duty well 

and was now, somehow, respected by the current elders, by virtue of which none challenged his 

claim to the role—or at least, not recently. 

Not until Mira, a few moments earlier. 

Her father gave her a thoughtful look. 

“It is time you heard the full story, Mira. If you will not believe me afterward, that is your 

choice, but you will not, at least, go into it without an education.” He leaned back, his dark eyes 

going out of focus as they shifted back into memory. 
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“Your mother, you will remember, was strong and fierce as the wind, a gale that gusted in 

from the North into our caves. She was a fighter all the time she was up there, you know, but 

when the bogeys chased her out, when she finally landed here, carried down on that Northern 

river…she’d had a wound to the gut. Nearly died. When Ramath was born, it was a miracle. A 

gift of the gods. She’d never imagined she could have children after what the bogeys did, never 

thought she’d live long enough to have them regardless. But after that, well…I’d always thought 

that to marry her would be to change her, like taking the wind from some great sail or chaining 

the wind to a single valley. I never wanted to do that, but she took to it, to me, as easily as she 

did anything else, fiercely, passionately, wholly, and once Ramath was born, there was no 

turning back.” 

For a moment, Mira saw her father happy, more blissful than she could remember, at least 

since the bogeys had taken her mother. The fires which normally seemed so maudlin seemed 

suddenly, briefly, warm. Homey. But then his features darkened, and his story continued to 

darker histories. 

“The bogeys sour all things, Mira. There is nothing they do not stain, and our marriage was 

no different. You do not know what it is to have children, but as Ramath grew older, as all of you 

did, we could not help but look to the future, no longer seeing one of hope and change, but one 

of loss and fear. Of the promise that someday the bogeys would come. It affected your mother 

deeply, more strongly than any of us would have expected. She saw worse things in the North 

than what we’ve ever had here, Mira. The fighting up there was worse, and the punishments, and 

she knew that even down here in our Southern caves, someday the bogeys would come. And that 

thought, the idea of what would happen to you when that day came….” 

He paused, and his eyes grew bright with old feeling. Anger, passion, grief. Mira had rarely 

seen her father so expressive. She dared not interrupt. 

“The knee was my idea,” he said at last. “I wanted to keep her safe, you safe. I wanted to 

make sure that you children would have at least one of us growing up, someone to protect and 

watch over you. Fight for you.” 

Mira’s muscles tightened at the mention of the injury. Of the cowardice. 

“It was supposed to be your mother,” he said. 

Mira’s mouth dropped open. “What?” 

He nodded, shoulders hunching as if from some old and hidden shame. “She was already 

wounded, Mira. With the added injury of a blow to the knee, there was no way they would take 

her to the mines. The bogeys to the North thought she was dead, and the ones down here didn’t 

know who she was. I thought if I could just…restrain her, somehow convince her not to fight…. 

It was the perfect plan. I even spoke to the elders on her behalf, and they agreed. Your mother 

Halla…even wounded, she was a force. Would have been a force. She was wise, strong. If she 

could have just stayed as our chief, quiet, peaceful, our clan would have been in good hands. We 

had agreed it would be her. 

“But then, the day it happened, the day the bogeys actually came…she overpowered me. 

She was too frightened for Ramath, couldn’t stand the idea of him being taken without her. She 

attacked me, cutting my knee instead, then, in your mother’s way, charged off axe in hand to 

fight. Up until then, we’d managed to keep her hidden whenever they came. They didn’t even 

know she was there or who she was. They weren’t expecting it.” 
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His face was drawn with pain, and for a long moment, he stopped. Then, he looked down at 

his wounded knee, a faint smile touching his lips. 

“She got three before they took her. Two right off the bat. A third one that bled out. But 

then, of course, they caught her. They always do. And your brothers. Danic and Sadic were too 

young for the mines at that point, but that didn’t stop the bogeys from taking them, relocating 

them until they were ready. We suffered heavily that day and have suffered ever since.” 

Mira stared at her father in disbelief. She had heard dozens of stories about how her father 

had been injured, the number of them that painted him in a positive light fewer than the fingers 

that could be counted on one hand, but this…the truth? It had never come up. 

“So that’s why the elders never said anything about what happened.” 

He nodded. “Those that knew—or believed it, at least—understood. Your mother would 

never have stayed here anyway. Had it not been then, it would have been some other time. She 

was a fighter, Mira. It was the way she wanted to go.” 

“But surely if you told people the truth—” 

“That your mother panicked? That she was driven to her own death by fear? No. She is a 

hero, as she must be, and this must never leave this room. Do you understand?” 

“But everyone…the things they say.” 

Goric shook his head. “They say what they need to say. Our people suffer daily. If their 

complaints must rest on me, it is better than on the ears of bogeys that would answer with their 

teeth. I failed your mother, Mira, our people. This is my punishment and my servitude.” 

She bit her lip, the new revelations about both parents shaking her to the core. Then she 

remembered the yochni, the creature which could change all their fortunes, which could bring the 

bogeys to their knees. 

Or, better yet, destroy them. It would blink in the next few years, granting a wish to 

whoever it saw last. If she could reach it, make her wish, it could set all of her people free. 

“Father. The yochni—” 

“No,” said Goric. 

“But—” 

“No, Mira,” he said sharply. “There is no freedom that way. Only death.” 

“I could do it,” she insisted. 

He shook his head, expression going pained, almost pleading. “I have already lost my wife 

and three of my children, Mira. Please, do not make me lose any more.” 

Mira got to her feet. “If we do nothing,” she said, “you will.” 

“Mira, please…” 

But she was already walking away. She was her mother’s child, after all. And Goric, left 

behind with his bad leg, stiffened during his tale, could do little more than watch her leave. 


