The Frozen One
by Tim Pratt

Wait, don't run away, redly, it'sokay. No, | don't come from the future. The futureisn't aplace. | know |
look exactly like you, but there's areason—well, hell, it's because my stupid bosses thought it would
make things smpler, if we showed you something straight-up impossible right up front, it would savetime
trying to convince you I'm telling the truth. But it turns out seeing an identical twin, right down to the
blemishes and nose-piercings, just freaks people out. We won't try that again next time. If thereisanext
time

Sit down on that park bench. Don't give me that, you don't need to get back to class, you were planning
to cut class al afternoon and hang out smoking in the park. Don't you want to hear what | have to say?

Soit's pretty complicated. Like, ten semesters of intensive lecturing just to give you the background, and
we don't have that kind of time. I've only got about ten minutesto talk to you. Nine minutes, now. | wish

| could lay everything out, because | know when | was your age there was nothing | hated more than
some bullshit declaration from on high, being told to do something a certain way just because. But the
best | can doistry to give you some guidance, tilt the probabilities alittle closer toward you doing the
right thing if and when the time comes. And the peoplein charge, who know more about these things than
| do, they did abunch of tests and they say the best way for meto do thisisto tell you astory. I'm not
supposed to call it aparable, but I'm not going to mess around with you, here, youreasmart kid: it'sa
parable.

A parableislike astory about some little thing that's supposed to teach you something about a big thing.
Y eah, like the good Samaritan, that's a great example. And you know you should take me serioudly,
right, because | just appeared out of nowhere by those bushes and | 1ook just like you, right down to the
pimple on your forehead and the weird hair? Good.

No, it'snot a parable about God, it's got monsters and heroes and swords and shit, because we know
you like that Stuff, you play that fantasy computer game dl thetime,

Look, don't interrupt me, I've got thisthing memorized, it'slikeaspid, sojust let me go. Okay:

Once upon the time there was agresat city that had many names, but most of the peoplein thisstory just
caled it The City. Nobody had ever seen the whole of The City, because you could start walking from
one end to the other and die of old age before you explored every basement and tower. Inside some of
the oldest buildings, space and time didn't work the way they did esewhere, and you could get lost
forever just walking down adusty halway. The City filled avaley, surrounded on dl sdes by mountains,
and the mountains were inhabited by monsters that had lots of names, but most people caled them the
Halfway People. They looked like ordinary people, most of the time, except when they attacked you,
and then they sort of grew extraarms and legs and wings and claws and sometimes even tentacles, and
that's when you redlized they always had those teeth and spines and stuff, you just hadn't been looking at
them the right way before.

All the best craftspeople and artisans and engineers and magicians and thieveslived in the The City,
becauseit had al the best schools and restaurants and great dusty warehouses full of ancient stuff, magic
and technology and cursed things and treasure. The City did most of itstrading with the rest of the world



by airship, and the citizens didn't go out into the mountains much. They had good high walls and guards
who were especidly good at recognizing the Halfway People, and since those were pretty much the only
kind of people who ever tried to enter The City on foot anyway, the Halfway People were kept out
amost completely.

There were abunch of heroeswho lived in The City, swordsmen and fighting monks and necromancers
and this one woman with green skin who could shoot fire from her eyes and fly, but only for short
distances. They'd dl donelots of adventuring and pillaging and mercenary work, and they mostly hung
out together and drank and told stories. This one bar they liked was called The Frozen One, because
there was agiant block of magica ice right in the middle of the room—the bar had been built around it,
because the owner redlized having agiant block of magically unmelting ice meant he could keep his beer
redly cold for free. There was aguy frozen ingde theice, and even though the ice was kind of foggy, you
could still make him out—he was about seven feet tdl, big broad shoulders, face all scarred, marked with
tattoos al over hisbody, draped with magica amulets, holding a huge axe with ablade shaped like a
crescent moon. Nobody knew his name, just that he'd been some big-shot hero hundreds of years
before, when The City was just avillage, and that he got frozen in ice for some reason. People used to
speculate about why the guy was frozen, but then one day the Mayor turned up holding some old scroll
with aprophecy that said the guy was The Chosen One, and would remain frozen until The City was
threatened, at which point theice would melt and he would emerge, axe swinging, to kill the enemy. He
would succeed when all the other heroes had fallen, been butchered and eaten, et cetera. The Mayor
said the prophecy was certified genuine by the magical scholars, and he was pretty happy, because he
was able to cut down the number of guards on the walls. Why worry so much about invasionswhen a
legendary nameless hero was ready to kick invader ass?

But then awar started in aneighboring kingdom, and refugees started streaming in from that other
country, way more refugees than the Halfway People could kill and est in their mountain passes. Soon
there were hundreds of refugees banging on the gatesto The City, begging to belet in. But the guards
didn't want to let them in, because they were afraid Halfway People were hiding among the refugees,
pretending to be ordinary humans so they could get insde and kill and eet the fat, prosperous city folk.
So the guards asked the city council if they should let the peoplein, and the council started polling
citizens, and the citizens were kind of divided on the issue, so the mayor asked his advisors, and
meanwhile days and days passed. Eventudly the refugees became numerous enough that they just
knocked down the gates and came pouring in by the hundreds, filling the streets, breaking windows,
knocking over apple carts, what amess.

The guardstried to get the gates back up, but by then it was too late—the refugees were hiding
everywhere, deep in the deserted parts of The City. And in acouple of daysit became apparent that lots
of Hafway People had dipped in, too, because they were attacking citizens, even in the wdll-lit districts,
approaching with smilesthat turned into bites. In afew days, everything was chaos. The airships had
been st on fire, so al communication with the outside was cut off, and burning wreckage littered the
ground. The guards were overwhel med, attacked by teams of Halfway People working in tandem. And
then the Halfway People started stedling the guards uniforms. . . well, things got pretty bad. The Mayor
stayed holed-up in hismansion, issuing proclamations and trying to direct the guards, trying to keep the
populace cam, but it was alosing battle.

And al thistime, the heroes stayed barricaded in the bar, watching through the ditsin boarded-up
windows, waiting for the hero in the block of ice to wake up and save The City. For awhile they told
themselves the guards must be winning, or that things weren't as bad asthey seemed, becauseif they
were, the hero would have burst from the ice to rescue The City. Every oncein awhile they thought
about going out to help peoplefight, but they weren't sure what to do, exactly, and then there was the
prophecy, nailed up on the wall in aplace of honor, describing how al the heroes except the chosen,



frozen one would be daughtered and eaten if they tried to fight theinvaders. They tried to chip away the
ice with their daggers and hatchets, to speed up the process, and the green woman shot fire from her
eyesat theiceto try to mdt it, but none of that worked.

Then one day aman camein through a concealed side entrance none of the heroes had even known
about. They recognized him ingtantly: long dirty gray hair, grimy clothes made of anima skinsand strange
leathers, and those incongruoudy clean magica boots. Thiswas the legendary, infamous Howlaa, the
walker over worlds. He stared at the heroes, and the heroes stared at him, and Howlaa shouted, "What
areyou idiotsdoing in here? | thought al The City's heroes were dead!"

They looked at each other, and coughed, and mumbled, and findly the green woman said, "Weve just
been waiting for this guy in the block of ice to wake up and go fight. We were going to help him, once he
did."

Howlaa scowled, and beckoned, and the heroes gathered around him, because the chance to hear
Howlaa speak was arare one. "Y ou stupid bastards,” he began. "L et metell you astory. | was once
walking through the many worlds of the sky, and | cameto agreat city—not so greet asthis one, but
more impressive in some ways—called New Y ork. There was awoman there, named Kitty something,
and one night she came home very late and started toward her apartment. Before she reached her front
door, she was attacked by aman, who stabbed her. The man went away and |eft her bleeding, but after
awhile he came back, and followed the trail of blood she'd |eft as she crawled away. Once he found her
again, he did unspeakable things to her, and stabbed her to death. Thiswoman Kitty had neighbors, and
some of them heard her calling for help, and some others saw her get stabbed, but none of them called
the city guards, and none of them cameto her aid. For along time, people thought this was proof of how
horrible and jaded and uncaring the people of that city were, but the truth is more complicated. Some
scholars performed experiments later, where they tricked people into thinking another person wasin
danger. They discovered that, when people are done, they usually rush to help aperson in distress. But
when people are in groups, they don't rush—instead, they seem to expect that someone elsewill do the
rescuing, or the caling for help. That's what Kitty's neighbors did—they waited for someone elseto do
the hard work, asif there were some Chosen One waiting to swoop in and save the day. I've got a hard
truth for you, sucklings—there is no Chosen One. There'sjust you, and the things you choose to do.”

And the heroes sputtered, and protested, and pointed to the prophecy, and said, "L ook, it'sthere, it's
been certified, the frozen oneisthe chosen one.”

So Howlaatook down the scroll, and turned it thisway and that, and squinted at it, and snorted, and
said, "No he's not, he's just some dead idiot who got frozen. Thisisn't an ancient prophecy. It'swritten
on the back of arestaurant take-out menu.” And he showed them the scroll, and now they could al see
it, and couldn't imagine how they'd ever been fooled—except they knew it was sometrick of the
Hafway People, who were skilled a suchillusions.

"The mayor must betold!" the green woman shouted, and the heroes set out, with Howlaain the lead,
toward the mayor's mansion. The streets were filled with Halfway People, who didn't bother to disguise
themselves anymore. Many of the heroes died on the trip, including Howlaa, which was ashock, because
in pite of themsalves, they'd believed he was somehow truly the chosen one. Eventually the green
woman and a couple of others made their way to the mansion, and insde. The Mayor wasthere, but to
their horror they saw he was actudly aHafway Person too. Hed comeinto The City secretly years
before, pretending to be human dl that time, finaly rising to aposition of power, just waiting for his
chanceto let hisfellow mongtersin. The heroes hid in an adjoining room and listened to the Mayor talk to
his councilors, and discovered that he'd created the fal se prophecy, and that he was ordering the few
remaining human guards into ambushes. The heroes despaired, but finaly the green woman ralied



them—they might die, but at the very least they could kill the Mayor, and hope that without his guidance
the Halfway People would lose their grip on The City. And so they stedled themsdlves, and went into the
office, and did battle.

No, that'sit. That's the whole story.

No, for thelast time, I'm not from the future, I'm not you. I'm from . . . someplace else. Sort of a
kingdom next door. And there's some bad stuff happening there, way more complicated than heroes and
Halfway People, but there might be some. . . refugees, you could say. Things might spill over here, to
thisworld. And if they do, and if yourein theright place a the right time—you might be, but we're not
aure, it'snot like you've got adestiny, you're just some guy—we hope you'l try to do the right thing.
Don't stand there. Don't wait around. Don't [ook at your buddies and wait to see what they'll do. There's
no such thing asfate, but dl kinds of tremendous shit seemsto keep happening anyway.

| can't tell you exactly what you'll have to do, because | don't know what's going to happen. None of us
do. So we're coming over, talking to as many of you as possible in the few moments we have. It'slike, if
you teach akid to play chess, he doesn't just learn how to play chess, he learns how to think a certain
way, how to look ahead, think of thingsin combination, and that's what we're trying to do, weretrying
to show you.

Damn. Timesup. Herel go. Just remember—
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