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DEDICATION

To my daughter, Roxana,

the reason this journey started.

To Maman and Baba,

the reason behind all the parental fondness in this book.

To my husband, Anas,

the reason I know what love feels like, the reason I Glow.


A NOTE TO YOU

This e-book contains hyperlinks for unfamiliar words, names, and phrases (they are hyperlinked only on the first use). Simply click on any hyperlink to reach the glossary at the back of the book. By clicking the back button, you can return to the page you were reading.

Just a few more words before you start to read …

There is an ocean of fantasy novels. I am grateful to you for choosing mine—a slight ripple among the great waves—to read. I hope that you will enjoy walking across the floating island with Runiya.

Happy reading!
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PART ONE 

THE FLOATING ISLAND

 




PROLOGUE

Sometime in the past, Gisiya was different. It was the Kingdom of Hope, where dreams’ embers shimmered in its residents’ hearts and prosperity’s threads were looped and twisted to create sheer belief.

That belief was the key to all impossibilities. It empowered the human soul. Life’s Miracle rained down on the island as naturally as the rising sun burned off the early-morning mists. Just as daybreak and nightfall happened, Life’s Miracle happened; with the first breath of every newborn infant, a Guardian Animal materialized.

The rhythm of serenity pulsed through the world. Promise and faith were reborn with each smile and danced with each heartbeat. Humans breathed joy and fulfillment before it dawned on them that Gisiya had other denizens having been locked up by the universe for millennia.

Not wanting to squander their accidentally gained freedom, those creatures—later named “Ruh-Khars”—lurked in the shadows to hunt the human and Guardian Animal souls.

Everything changed, then. Gisiyans began to experience despair after their loved ones and Guardian Animals were killed to sate the Ruh-Khars’ appetites. Sinking into misery, they permitted hopelessness to veil their hearts; thus, they involuntarily strengthened their foes bit by bit. Occasional ambushes escalated into full-blown battles.

As the tyranny of gloom gobbled up most dreams, Life’s Miracle dwindled.

Once—long ago—feeling fear wasn’t a weakness. It was there to sharpen the senses and keep people alive. Humans knew that sensation like they knew their own names. They had it in their possession. The appearance of Ruh-Khars, however, bred a knot of unknown terror inside hearts. Try as humans might, they found themselves unable to untie it. They eventually surrendered to fear and let it rule them when they ascertained that no artificial weapons were destructive enough to destroy their new nightmares.

Gisiyans’ mindsets altered; cruelty and indifference took over from virtues. Aghazes and aghazes elapsed, during which many people faced poverty and hardship imposed on them by the downhearted kings who had long forgotten their own dreams.

Suffering from severe shortages, grief, and loss, Gisiya’s mortal inhabitants virtually failed to remember the glow of Life’s Miracle. Although the power of the human soul might still linger on, it was restricted and trapped without hope, like a diamond embedded in kimberlite.

What remained of the glorious past was drifting away on the oblivion’s wind. Nowadays, the births of some individuals would lead to Life’s Miracle on rare occasions. Those special ones were known as Revivers. Was it their untainted hearts that made the difference? Their daring souls? The reason was a mystery.

 




CHAPTER ONE

I sat down upon a lone, fallen tree whose crown had long since been cut off. Its trunk rested across a blanket of grass and flowers like a bench (I’d like to think) set out, especially for me, and its roots twisted and curled sideways like crooked fingers attempting to grasp bygone days.

For a spell, I listened to the choral music of the meadow’s silence and the wind’s Melody. The sun was bright, cascading his rays onto the world in full force. The air was filled with a host of scents that hit me repeatedly from all directions.

The assault continued until I eventually gave in and inhaled the blended, sweet fragrance of the wildflowers, allowing it to cheer my soul. Then I unlaced my brown sandals, lay supine on the trunk and looked at the sky.

A small cloud, having been sheared from a larger one, caught my eye. It had seemingly put its life in the wind’s hands. As it floated across the sky, its shape changed without respite. A flower for a moment, a bridge for the next two moments, and then a figure all at once.

“You’re going through an ordeal,” I whispered, addressing the small cloud. “Being constantly pushed to the limit should be frustrating. You’re doing great, though. Instead of staying still, yielding, and fading, you keep moving, fighting, and improving.”

Horns blasted from the arena, and my focus was torn away from the cloud. The warband’s daily training session concluded very early today.

I lifted my head, saw the warriors from a distance. Their bows and quivers were slung over their shoulders, their round shields were strapped across their backs, and their swords hung from their belts. The new joiners among them were discernible by the lack of weapons. They spoke with great animation, their voices high, as they dispersed.

The prospect of the upcoming tournament had clearly enlivened people. I was incapable of remembering the last time Light folk had shown such enthusiasm.

Thinking about the tournament quickened my heart, too. I was excited about it—about the contests, about the exhilaration they would bring, about the glory I would possibly gain, and about … something else. Now my pulse was pounding in my ears for an entirely different reason.

With a sigh, I pillowed my head on the trunk again. Resumed watching the blue sky. Swung one leg back and forth, my bare foot touching the knee-high, teal-blue grass. It tickled my sole. My leg drew another invisible arc in the air and stopped swinging.

I wiggled my toes into the soil and ran a hand through my hair. Tangles ensnared my fingers, so I set to coax them out of my wind-mussed tresses. Seizing this opportunity, my imagination soared readily. Images rushed into my mind in no time and fueled my fantasies. My hands … they forgot they’d been given a task.

Tomorrow. A ripple flowed through me at the thought of seeing him. It’d been aghazes since I’d last laid eyes on him. Yet only the idea of being near him warmed my blood.

Is he thinking about me, too? I wondered, and its possibility—however remote it was—sent something skittering across my skin. When the sensation entered my veins and became a knot in my belly, I decided to distract my mind. Hence, I turned my head and found that distraction with a proud and bewitching diba popping up through the grass and staring right back at me.

A delicate, light-red stem adorned with tiny leaves of the same color bore this mazer-shaped wildflower. Each of the five petals was white with a red rim and scattered red specks. The healing power of the dibas was as intense as their beauty.

I stretched out an arm to pick up the wildflower but couldn’t touch it. I tried to reach over by shifting my body. “Just a little more,” I murmured, and then—

Thud!

I fell and hit the ground, disappearing into the embrace of the long grass.

A protracted moment of silence arrived, followed by a small smile that curved my lips, a bigger giggle that escaped my mouth, and a huge hoot of laughter that burst from my throat.

It was an unstoppable sort of laughter. I laughed and laughed at myself. Laughed and laughed some more until, at length, my laughs dwindled to giggles, and my giggles reduced to a smile.

I kept that smile, a residue of my mirth, jerked my head around and trained my eyes on the diba. “I’m sure you were laughing at me.”

An indistinct conversation was swirling somewhere nearby.

I paid scant attention to it.

Many heartbeats passed before I decided it was time to dust my dress and save it from wrinkling any further. I was about to ease into a sitting position.

“I hope she won’t become an embarrassment to us,” came a masculine voice.

My smile evaporated, and I dropped my plan. I supposed I couldn’t do more damage to my dress than I’d already done.

“You’re just jealous of her,” a feminine voice said wryly, “because she surpassed you.”

I could see them now. They were warriors clothed in dark-brown leather armor (each embossed with a rearing yellow cerapter), cream breeches, and brown ankle boots. I was familiar with the warrior boy’s face, though not with his name. Half an aghaz ago, I’d competed against him.

The two warriors came to a halt a few feet away from me, their fair skin glistening with sweat.

Despite the disturbance they caused to my solitude, their chat intrigued me. They couldn’t be talking about the bouts among the Top Fighters because the boy was a warrior of low rank.

Safe in the knowledge that it wasn’t easy for others to notice me (because my calf-length, pale-teal dress with its long sleeves and a red sash around the waist acted as camouflage), I carried on lying where I was, motionless and soundless, endeavoring not even to breathe more than I needed.

“You can’t be serious, Shideh,” protested the warrior boy, raising his voice. “In most areas, I was equal. Maybe even better than she.”

“At archery, she was by far better than you,” the warrior girl, Shideh, teased. 

With an air of annoyance, he pointed out, “Only at archery.”

Has the weapons instructor started the skills competition among the warriors?

Shideh angled her head, and her long braid slipped over one of her shoulders. She sized him up as though she hadn’t seen him before.

He gulped once. Obviously nervous. “If …” The warrior boy seemed to fumble for an excuse.

She knew. One side of her mouth tugged upward.

A muscle feathered in his jaw. “If I hadn’t needed to beat Sepanta in the last match to be—” 

Shideh tried to keep from snickering but failed terribly.

“What?” he barked and harshly removed the white hairband holding his hair back off his face, his sleek locks fanning out over his collarbones. His grip tightened around the hairband as he tried not to fling it away. “Could she defeat Sepanta in a sword fight? Could she? He is an accomplished swordsman.”

In response, the warrior girl gave him a lopsided smile.

He threw his arms up in vexation, his hand still clutching the hairband. “The pairings for the bouts were determined by a random draw.”

The wind’s Melody paused, and I went rigid. More than before. If that was possible.

“You were there among the spectators,” he carried on. “You watched. She has been chosen in the Selection because of her luck.”

A cold wave of awareness crashed over me as I realized I was the subject of their discussion.

The situation was awkward. The situation was awkward. If they bothered to whip their heads around and slant them marginally downward, they’d see my contorted features, or shocked features, or whatever my face was displaying. It wasn’t easy for others to notice me. That was true. Yet I wasn’t invisible.

“And don’t mention the archery again,” he warned, wearing his hairband. “All she knows about it is because of her father. Can’t you see? Luck. Once more. She isn’t a member of Light’s warband”—he was ticking the items off on his fingers—“and she isn’t a warrior, and she doesn’t know how to wield a sword properly.” He blew out an irked breath. “She could never even enter the Selection if she weren’t a Reviver.”

“When you went into hiding to avoid Ruh-Khars, being in terror for your life, Darab, she stood against their raid in the Beige Plain,” Shideh sneered.

“Balderdash,” the warrior boy—Darab—rounded on her indignantly, sounding offended. “Don’t tell me you believe that.”

The disparaging curve of Shideh’s mouth gave place to a tight, thin line of seriousness. “I believe that.”

“It’s impossible that a girl our age could have fought in that battle nine aghazes ago,” Darab claimed. “The youngest warriors who tried to hinder the previous raid were fourteen.”

“She. Fought. For. Light.” Her voice infinitesimally gained a hard edge. “I heard this from the ones who had battled alongside her with Ruh-Khars.”

He huffed a laugh. “Some like to think that the Reviver of their zone is endowed with bravery, no matter how ludicrous that fantasy is.” A pause. “She doesn’t have the guts to walk alone at night, much less protect Light.” Darab let one corner of his mouth move up. “There is only one way I can imagine her in that battle: hiding behind her father, shivering, and chewing on her hangnail.” 

Bitterness crept in. Its taste would linger inside me for some time.

“I don’t like it when you talk about Sanyar’s daughter like this.” Shideh’s tone was unconditionally sober this time.

I silently thanked her for defending me.

Darab’s voice became softer as he said, “You know how much I respect Sanyar, and that’s exactly my point. She would be nothing without her father. Faint-hearted, she is.”

A question arose. Its answer was so important to me that thinking about asking the question caused apprehension to crumple my stomach and chest.

“She is a Reviver,” Shideh emphasized the word.

“If I had a father like Sanyar, I would be a Reviver too.”

“You are a jealous boy.” Shideh flashed him a mischievous grin.

Darab gripped her by the shoulders and stared at her fiercely. “Don’t call me that again, or else …” He swallowed the rest of his sentence.

“Or else what?” she asked boldly, holding his gaze.

Silence fell between them like a looming wraith. Heavy and brimming.

Their gazes remained locked, and the air crackled with a challenge.

Shideh’s hand went upward to brush a stray tendril of her hair back into place, grazing Darab’s forearm in the process. All the while, his eyes traced her movements carefully.

His countenance softened.

She marked that, and her eyes danced.

As though keeping physical or eye contact might snap the tether of his restraint, he dropped his hands to his sides and looked away.

Recklessness breathing new spirit into her, Shideh passed a cursory glance about the meadow to ensure no one was nearby (and, of course, she failed to slant her head marginally downward once again). She inched closer and rested her palm against his jaw, forcing his gaze to meet hers.

I wasn’t sure the warrior boy was breathing.

Just like that, the tension in the air morphed into a gentler but more powerful sensation.

I should not watch. I knew that. I should close my eyes. It was immoral and absolutely deplorable to spy. Though my naughty eyes wholeheartedly disagreed. After all, the two warriors had chosen to halt next to me of their own free will. So I continued to watch, suffering only a tiny twitch of guilt.

Shideh drifted yet closer until they shared breaths.

The heat emanating from them warmed the entire meadow.

Eyes smoldering with desire, Darab lowered his head slightly and beckoned Shideh’s rosebud mouth nearer wordlessly. Apparently, the warrior girl wanted this as much as he did because she went on tiptoe to erase the distance.

When their lips almost touched, Shideh’s mouth parted, and she murmured against Darab’s lips, “You are such a jealous boy.”

“What?” he screeched.

Shideh laid a hand on his chest. Pushed, sending him staggering backward a step. Spun on her heel. And broke into a run laughingly.

“Wait!” Darab yelped after her, but she didn’t comply.

Shideh’s laughter still rang through the air as he flounced behind her.

I would have laughed at that if Darab’s words hadn’t soiled my mind.

The warriors disappeared from view, leaving me alone with my own thoughts for company.

The wind began playing its Melody again. It came to me like a soft stroke upon my neck. A token gesture of kindness.

I sat up, placed my arms on the trunk and picked at it. What I had heard about myself was not quite motivating when the tournament was right around the corner.

I rested my chin atop my crossed arms, my throat aching from the wad of emotion I wouldn’t release. I couldn’t. Not now. Not here. Not when I was about to meet Fydim. Thus, I swallowed and swallowed to unlock my tight throat.

 




CHAPTER TWO

“Are you on Gisiya or roaming elsewhere?”

As I heard Fydim’s voice, I straightened my back.

Even in our current positions, she looked somehow shorter than I.

Fydim was a puny, nearly skeletal, aged woman with a long nose, loose jowls, and small, hazel-brown eyes. There was invariably an air of tiredness—mentally more than physically—about her that leaked into most of her words, glances, and smiles.

Today, she was dressed immaculately in a starched frock (inky black, her favorite color), which was edged with lace. She’d twisted her white hair into a small bun on the back of her head. Not a single strand of hair was out of place. Not a single stain was on her clothes.

I stretched my arms over my head and rolled my neck, willing all traces of my dispiritedness away. I didn’t want her to spend the whole day fretting over what had upset me. “A bit here and—”

She tipped her head to the side and finished for me, “A bit in your dreams.”

Most Light folk believed that I was eccentric and out of touch with reality. To be honest, I would use similar words to describe myself. There was a huge difference in how we reached that conclusion although the fact was the same. Their belief came from not knowing me at all. My certainty came from knowing myself well.

The individuals who knew me were in the minority. They fell into two groups. The first group envied me. I was a Reviver. In the Age of Dimness, when the number of Gisiya’s Revivers was less than one hand’s fingers, this could be a title to be proud of. The second group pitied me. I didn’t have any siblings or friends.

Regardless of their opinions, I was neither arrogant for being a Reviver nor miserable for being lonely. I was just content. Or I tried to be. It wasn’t easy. The signs of contentment were often mistaken for the symptoms of an illness in my zone, and the protections against this illness seemed to be scowls and unkind words.

Yet I lived. Keeping a comfortable (and safe) distance between myself and the rest of the people, I mostly whiled away my days perusing every book I could get my hands on and indulging myself in fantasies or flying as high and far as I could manage and indulging myself in fantasies. Had I said one phrase twice? Yes. Intentionally. That repeated part had to be included in every activity I engaged in, even my daily chores. Indulging myself in fantasies was the key to my contentment.

Fydim clucked her tongue good-naturedly. “Runiya, Runiya, Runiya.”

As soon as my attention was focused on her once more, I tried to determine into which group Fydim would fit.

“It should be a nice place, this imaginary world of yours,” she said with a twist of her wrist, “since you visit there constantly.”

Roughly speaking, Fydim could belong to that group of people who pitied me. However, she didn’t only feel sympathy for me. She loved me, and that was why I decided she wouldn’t fit into the said groups. Her place was among the members of my family. Call it favoritism if you wish, for it is. I could not love her better if she were my blood grandmother.

“You are very late. I thought you might not come,” I told her. “What did you expect me to do in a situation like that? To merely sit here and listen to some uninspiring comments about myself?”

Fydim’s eyes narrowed until they nearly looked closed, and her hand automatically moved to her necklace of nine agate beads.

Oh, great! I chided myself for my slip of the tongue. Look how suspiciously her eyes are surveying me! Lowering my lashes, I frantically tucked a lock of hair behind my ear.

There was a brief hush between us.

“Don’t you think you had better have fun with your peers rather than waste time with a shriveled woman like me?”

Fydim’s question made me raise my eyes. Her investigative gaze had been replaced by lines of concern across her face.

“Other sixteen-aghaz-old girls and boys are singing along to Melodies in the woods now,” she stated further.

My nose crinkling, I declared, “Other sixteen-aghaz-old girls and boys are boring.” Then a question pulsed in my head: Why should I sing alongside some insipid girls and boys in reality when I can go on an exciting adventure with him in fantasy?

Fydim shook her head, as if she’d heard the silent question. “I’m losing count of the number of times I’ve asked Sanyar to take you into Light’s warband,” she grumbled. “You would become exhausted from the rigorous training and intense pressure. So for the balance of the day, no strength would be left in you to daydream. You could find a friend among the warriors. Or even a suitor to take you off your parents’ hands.”

I passed over her last sentence. “My father has always wanted me in the warband. For many aghazes, he vainly hoped that I’d be a warrior someday. Now he knows that I won’t become one. Fydim, I hate to join the warband because I have to obey commands,” I revealed.

“Sanyar and Zusha are too soft on you.” She rested one hand on her hip. “You will be disobedient like this.”

“I am already.”

I wasn’t, by nature, a meek girl. Something feral was inside me that coiled to strike every time I received an irrational order. But the rebellious part of me was downtrodden. I often had to suppress it. It was the norm—perhaps a kind of respect—to be ruled by elders and to fulfill their expectations in Light. So I obeyed my parents. Usually without question. Showing obedience to them, however, was not just a duty for me. It was an act born of love. Though my mother and father were oppressive and overbearing at times, they were never abusive. On the contrary, they were kind.

I’d never been forced to do something against which I’d set my heart. To join the warband, for instance, had never been imposed on me by my parents. No matter how much my father wanted it. No matter how many times others had said, and maybe rightly, that it was a shame that the weapons instructor’s one and only child was not a member of the warband.

I had good parents; therefore, I tried hard to be a good daughter. Yet I didn’t try that hard to be a good Lightian. Not anymore.

Fydim’s nostrils flared in disapproval. She tsk-tsked at my confession and opened her mouth to shoot her next words toward me like sharp-tipped arrows.

No! The last thing I need right now is an argument. I leaped to my feet and linked arms with her. “Let us waste no more time so we can return to our houses before it is too late, rest and be fresh tomorrow.” A try at altering the direction of her focus.

Fydim and I walked in the meadow and the woods twice a ten-day. Ziyar, the High Healer of the Omid Home, had directed her (in my presence) to have regular physical activity. Fydim had snapped, “I clean my house regularly, and that’s all the physical activity my body needs.” Then the two had started a verbal fight that had gone nowhere. So I’d stepped in and volunteered to walk with her routinely. She’d made a great show of being annoyed by my interference before relenting.

Fydim was not good company, I admitted, though I found myself able to share with her most of the things that crossed my mind. She wouldn’t agree with half of them and would scoff at the rest, but she’d never stop me from telling them in the first place. Sometimes, we’d talk for several bowls while strolling around.

“You needn’t walk with me today,” she said.

To my immense relief, her occasionally flighty attention had drifted to the welcoming ceremony. Just as planned. Anything to avoid arguing.

“I know a hectic day awaits you.” Her voice rang with mild uneasiness. “You should have stayed home.”

I bent down and took my sandals in my hand. Then lifted my skirt with the same hand as I drew myself upright. “Our rendezvous is not cancelable.” I gave her arm a soft squeeze against my side. “From tomorrow, I’ll be busy with the tournament for virtually a gaah and won’t be able to pay a visit to you so often.”

Fydim’s mouth twitched. I offered her a reassuring smile. Whatever had been about to spill out remained behind her lips.

“Let’s go?”

“All right,” she agreed, albeit resignedly.

And we began sauntering through the meadow.

I didn’t put on my sandals even though they were comfortable—toe-thong, flat-sole, and ankle-tie. I took pleasure in the touch of the damp soil beneath my feet and the brush of the grass across my lower legs. Soothing and gentle.

The wind urged me forward (faster toward the woods) while splashing its coolness on my skin and making the grass, dibas, and other wildflowers dance with its current.

Colors flowed in waves like an undulating sea before my eyes. I should have smiled at nature. My heart should have sung for its beauty. Yet a thick silence had engulfed me, broken only by the words of the warrior boy echoing in the back of my mind again and again.

She would be nothing without her father. Faint-hearted, she is. She would be nothing without her father. Faint-hearted, she is. She would be nothing without her father.

My spine tingled with a cruel chill.

“Why are you so pensive?” asked Fydim’s voice, jolting me from my thoughts.

I glanced down at her. Had totally forgotten her presence. How far away my mind carried me!

“What’s amiss?”

“Pardon?”

“You have a habit of wearing your emotions on your face,” she commented. “I know you try to conceal them, but they are always there for all to see.”

I hung my head, blushing.

“This time, you are expending more effort trying to hide the imprint of whatever has been bothering you.” Her thin fingers whispered across my arm. “Talk to me, Runiya.”

I disliked talking about my rough days. Sharing them made ill-wishers happy and well-wishers sad. I had learned how to protect my heart against the rough days. My methods would work most of the time. Sometimes, they would fail, and my armor would yield beneath the sharp spear of some days. I had learned how to mend my armor, too.

I lifted my head and found Fydim looking up at me, searching my face for something she couldn’t find. And not finding it would render her disconcerted.

I can voice the one question that erupted in my mind when I heard Darab’s words without talking about my day directly. “Can I ask you a question?”

Relief stole into her gaze. “Of course.”

I plucked up my nerve and asked, “Do you think if I’d been born in another zone or to different parents, I’d have been a Reviver still?”

Her white eyebrows tweaked downward, confusion washing over her face. “Why did you ask this question?”

“M-mere c-curiosity.” How I wished there were a known cure for the dreadful stammer I experienced every time I lied. “Th-that was just an e-e-example. I-I meant not me … h-h-humans in general.”

“Take a deep breath,” she suggested, her mouth forming a tight line. 

My cheeks flushed with heat. 

Fydim said (fully aware of my pathetic attempt at falsehood) after I sucked in a long breath, “So, again! What is it you want to know about … humans?”

Despite my embarrassment, I reworded my question and tried again because I needed to know the answer. “Between (a) our inner self, (b) our parents, and (c) the zone we are born in”—I ran my teeth over my lower lip—“which one determines our future, who we are, and the person we are yet to become?”

“Hm.” Fydim rubbed her chin.

The wind toiled away to fill the silence between us with its Melody for a few heartbeats.

Fydim announced at last, “All of them.”

I released a relieved sigh, not quite sure why it was crucial for me to know that “the inner self” also mattered.

With flat certainty, she went on, “But ‘our zone’ more than the others.”

“Oh,” was all I could say.

“I believe parents with great souls can bring children with greater souls to life. But I also believe that great souls can evolve from lesser ones. No matter their backgrounds.”

“The inner self,” I remarked.

“Yes, we cannot deny ‘the inner self.’ The essence that beats in every heart and vibrates through each soul. We have a good example for this one in Light.”

“My father.” I was quick to respond.

She nodded in confirmation. “An illegitimate child of a spineless drunkard from Stone and a disreputable, weak woman from Light. Abandoned by his father and spat on by our people in his childhood. Look at him now! He calls the tune for the warband.”

I felt a warm glow of pride inside my heart.

Fydim carried on speaking, “That’s hard, though. One must be resolute and bound to change, and hope must bolster one’s willpower. For the latter to occur, the zone we are born in shows its importance.”

Understanding slowly rippled through me.

“Ice and Crystal … those zones …” Her expression turned pained, and she gave a shake of her head. “The only thing that keeps us from becoming as wretched as they are is this.” She waved a hand in the air.

The wind! “Yes,” I concurred.

At least in Light, we allowed Melodies to flood our souls, even for a short while. Singing provided a brief respite from everything we would face at the end of a song.

“All of us are born with either a bad seed or a good seed in our hearts,” Fydim was saying. “How that seed will be treated, with protection or neglect, plays a significant part in shaping our souls.

“Our zone can mercilessly rot a good seed before it even gets a chance to sprout. Or, contrarily, it can be a stake that supports a sapling grown from a bad seed. To give it a chance of becoming a big tree. That’s why ‘zone’ is the most important factor.”

“So, if living conditions improve in the zones, souls will be strengthened, and the possibility of the Revivers’ births will increase?” My voice wobbled, a thrill passing through me.

“Yes,” she replied confidently. “This is what I believe.”

All at once, hope swept over me, forcing the discouragement to retreat. I let go of Fydim’s arm and twirled in a wide-armed circle, grinning from ear to ear. “This means that Gisiya can restore its glory and become the Kingdom of Hope again.”

The Kingdom of Hope, back in the Age of Brightness, was merely a story now told to keep the children in their beds at night. I, myself, had heard it in my childhood. The story is a portal to a time that used to exist.

There was a time when Fire allocated the common necessities of life to the other zones. It was the distributor of peace, prosperity, and justice.

There was a time when the island’s residents were happy, generous, fair, and benevolent.

There was a time when no sign of racial bias could be seen. Gisiya was a body, and each zone was a vital organ.

There was a time when the working class was well cared for by rulers.

There was a time when “Reviver” was not in the wordbook. Every child would be born along with their Guardian Animal. This was the law of nature.

There was a time when life was good and hope was tangible.

There was a time, and that time is lost in the mists of time.

To me, the Kingdom of Hope was more than a story. It was a dream. Many people had dreamed that Gisiya would become the Kingdom of Hope again. Their dreams had forcibly been carried away by the flow of time. Yet I still hoped that someday Gisiya’s savior would emerge from the fog of disappointment and rekindle this dream.

“The Kingdom of Hope?” Fydim snapped, curling her lip, as she went past me.

My grin faded, and I fell into step beside her once more. “Why not?”

“We’ve been tottering down a byway day and night.” She halted. “At the end of this indirect route, humankind will be exterminated.”

“But things can change before we reach the end of the route,” I protested.

“Oh, poor, deluded child!” She furrowed her brow in despair. “Nothing will change.”

“But—”

She held up a hand, hushing my next protest. And, as though deciding that the example of the byway hadn’t been good enough for me to understand the seriousness of the situation, Fydim offered a bitter example. “We fell into a downward spiral with no way out. Absolutely no way out. We’ve been kept there by Gisiya’s kings.” She shook her head. “And we will remain there until the annihilation of humans.”

“What if we build a way out?”

Fydim bared her teeth. “How can we do that when the worst king of them all—King Datam—is feeding this downward spiral continuously?”

Fydim and my father could hold forth the whole day on the king’s incompetence without getting tired.

I disagreed that King Datam was the worst king in the history of Gisiya. He didn’t particularly improve anything, but the previous Firik kings had inflicted more suffering on us than he had. They’d gradually changed the rules of the island (slashes that hadn’t burned severely though had caused the onset of bleeding). The feared King Shapur had been the one who had delivered the death blow. On his orders, the amount of resources’ allocation of Fire to other zones had been decided based on the number of the remaining Guardian Animals in those zones.

Just like all the descendants of King Shapur, Datam followed his logic: no human-made weapons were detrimental enough to destroy Ruh-Khars, and only the powers of the Guardian Animals were able to do so. Thus, if a zone had a Guardian Animal to contribute to the war with Ruh-Khars, its people could receive succor from Fire (which would arrive each gaah in the form of sacks of grain or crates of fruit and vegetables). It went without saying that the higher the number of the living Guardian Animals in a zone, the larger the quantity of sacks and crates for that zone.

We’ve strayed too far from the answer to my question. How did this happen? I was dissatisfied because talking about Datam would rouse Fydim’s anger. I’m speaking from experience. Every single time this subject had been brought up—either mistakenly by me or purposely by my father—Fydim’s temper had sparked.

I parked a hand on the small of her back and gave her a gentle push, coaxing her into walking alongside me. “Let us stop these talks and play the game of Through My Eyes.” A desperate attempt to change the direction of the conversation and that of Fydim’s thoughts.

She snorted.

My annoyance ratcheted up a notch, yet I consoled myself, She didn’t say, “No,” and this is tolerably acceptable.

With a flick of my wrist, I invited Fydim’s attention to Light’s lush meadow. “I look at these flowers and see the most joyous moment in a rainbow’s life.”

She followed the direction of my hand, then shot me a look of puzzlement.

“When it explodes from happiness.” I smiled sweetly.

She blinked at me, more confused than before.

“These colorful wildflowers are the broken pieces of that happy rainbow, strewn across the sky of teal-blue grass.” I winked.

“There is a paradox in that moment of the rainbow’s life, indeed,” she bleated, a twisted expression appearing on her face.

A muscle ticced in my cheek. “What do you see?”

“I look at these flowers and see scattered debris on the ground.” Petulance lent an unpleasant edge to Fydim’s tone.

Calm yourself. I pursed my lips momentarily, keeping my irritation in check, stooped and picked up a handful of soil. “I look at the garnet-red soil of Light and see a velvet gown.” I felt the soil between my fingers. “Vivid red and so smooth.”

“I would prefer it to be as black as coal and as rough as crushed seashells, but we could grow grains and potatoes in it. Not to be in desperate need of Fire’s help.”

There she went again. No one could stop Fydim from grumbling now.

She glared at the soil with raw rage, as if it were alive and supposed to refine itself. “This useless soil doesn’t benefit us whatsoever,” she said through clenched teeth.

Useless? Useless? I wanted to scream.

Fydim, indeed, was capable of becoming a true nuisance. How could she possibly ignore everything altogether?

We, the mortal inhabitants of the island, were dependent on Fire. This fact was unarguable. Fire was a rich, vast zone with abundant natural resources. Everything from diverse types of fruit, vegetables, and grains to all sorts of tame animals would grow only in Fire. Precious gemstones could be found at plenty of gem-hunting spots in this zone, and the island’s sole river meandered through its forests. Yes, Gisiya’s zones relied on Fire for survival. But this didn’t mean that they had nothing of their own to present.

I inwardly dug a deep hole to bury my irritation for the time being so I could express opposition. “This soil isn’t useless at all. It gives birth to medicinal plants with high healing powers, barshid trees, and my Muzhan’s food—amber undergrowth and teal-blue grass. Have you forgotten all this?”

“It’s hard to keep such trifles in mind,” she huffed and turned her face away.

I always had slight altercations with Fydim (they ended shortly after they started) when we walked together. Yet I never got used to them. And every time, anger pricked me without fail. This time was no exception.

The red-hot sensation twisted into a yarn in me, and I decided to unwind a fiery thread of it in the shape of some words that would burn her. “Fire is not as bad as you believe,” I lashed out at her. “If dragons hadn’t existed, the human race might have been exterminated by Ruh-Khars many aghazes—”

“I’m old,” she cut in, her eyes blazing, “but not yet senile to deny the power of dragons.”

We were now within sight and earshot of the Lightians exiting the woods. That did not stop Fydim from crumpling her face and shouting her words, though. “I’m conscious of the fact that Gisiya’s greatest warband belongs to Fire and that Datam is a dragon’s Reviver, like all previous Firik rulers. All zones depend on Fire, which has made this zone even more powerful. Yes, yes, I’m fully aware of the power of Fire.”

When people gave us a wide berth, whispering and pointing, two emotions sloshed in my stomach. The first one was humiliation. I wanted nothing more than to be invisible. My reaction: I held silent. Otherwise, Fydim’s mood would become fouler, and I would feel more embarrassed. The second one was the full-blown version of my previous anger. I wanted nothing more than …. My reaction: I frowned, cut off my dangerous thought and reined in the second emotion robbing me of my senses.

Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out. Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out.

Untying the knot in my eyebrows and forcing a smile around my gritted teeth to cover my true feelings, I decided, This conversation ends here and now.

 




CHAPTER THREE

We heavily trod without exchanging words awhile. Fydim scowled at everyone and no one. Four times, she muttered under her breath and half-lifted her hand (the gesture was generous with the display of impatience) to salute the acquaintances who had greeted her.

Her temper and lack of effort to control it started to wear on me anew. Red was scarcely the length of a blink away from exploding in my vision when the drooping fronds of the trees swaying beatifically in the wind welcomed me to the woods.

“Greetings, Runiya,” the trees were chirping, all dressed in turquoise crowns.

Their quiet words hummed through me, melting my anger. I couldn’t help but smile in return. Greetings, was my mute response to them.

Putting on my sandals, I headed toward one tree and pushed through its long, dangling fronds. I stopped inside its inviting cavern, filled with the shade’s coolness and the fruit’s scent, crawled up the tree and plucked a yellow cluster.

A Lightian cluster of barshids was a cross between a Firik bunch of grapes and hyacinth. The stem bore many densely arranged, bell-shaped flowers resembling those of a hyacinth, which were bridged to the rachis by pedicels. A round, juicy fruit (smaller than a grape) protruded from the heart of each flower.

One barshid tree could produce many clusters of different colors—green, yellow, and dark red. In each cluster, the petals of the flowers were three shades lighter than their fruits. The unripe barshids were alabaster white, and eating them would color the tongue and teeth blue, green, purple, or even a color no one could imagine.

After I climbed down the tree, I parted the fronds and slipped out. “Do you want a barshid?”

She reluctantly glanced at the yellow fruit, and, “Yes,” she grunted somewhat inaudibly, holding out a hand.

I made as if to proffer the fruit but then drew my hand back, preparing myself to throw it. “Open.”

Fydim snorted.

“Open wide,” I insisted.

Her mouth moved into a faint glimmer of a smile ever so slightly. “Don’t blacken my eyes,” she warned and opened her mouth. Not wide.

“I will try,” I beamed and tossed the barshid.

It plopped between Fydim’s lips.

I bounced up and down.

“You have perfect aim,” Fydim remarked, chewing. “Indeed, daughter of your father.”

“Your turn.”

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” she cautioned.

I handed her the cluster of barshids. “I’ll embrace it at my own risk.”

“All right, then.” She pulled a barshid off the cluster and threw it.

The fruit smashed into my forehead before falling to the ground.

I giggled. Simultaneously, Fydim squealed, bringing a hand to her bosom.

“Try again,” I suggested.

She did.

The second barshid hit me hard in the eye.

Fydim clapped a hand to her mouth.

I was shocked at first, but afterward, a shade of a laugh burst from me.

“I’d better stop now.” Her voice was muffled behind her hand. “You need these eyes for the tournament.”

I looked upward. The slanting beams of sunshine were pouring down through the gaps in the treetops. Although the untouchable sky was concealed in many parts of the woods, the barshid trees made a turquoise sky of their own. I need these eyes to savor life.

I popped some barshids into my mouth. Their flavor exploded, and my lids slid closed for a moment. I moaned in delight and said over a mouthful of fruit, “Taste good! Feel better! Barshids feed my mind and spirit more than they fill my stomach.”

Fydim’s face displayed something akin to a smile, more wrinkles bunching around her eyes and mouth. Like most of the time, however, her smile couldn’t offset the heaviness in her eyes.

As I turned my head to concentrate on the path in front of me in order to avoid tripping on the fruit baskets covering the floor of the woods, my eyes fell on a small boy poking his head from behind a pale-gray tree trunk. His small head disappeared behind the tree with all possible haste, but there was no mistaking the naughtiness I’d spotted in his eyes.

“I need to get some rest,” said a man to his friend, and the small boy fleetingly peeked around the trunk again.

Some mischief is afoot.

The man placed his filled basket on the ground and rubbed his nape, sweat slicking his face, his short-sleeved tunic clinging to his body. He trudged toward the tree that hid the youngster. Moved aside the long draperies of the fronds encircling the tree. Entered the shady space. And scooped his water canteen up. When he straightened to drink, his upper body vanished from sight.

Moments later, his legs moved. He was swiveling to sit with his back to the tree, I assumed. And then I saw it. A small hand holding a stick at the ready on the ground.

My eyes widened in realization. I had enough time to alert the man. Yet I didn’t. Somewhere deep inside, I really wanted to watch that scene. The small boy had surely spent plenty of time planning that, after all.

Within a short space of time, it happened. The man leaped up from the ground as soon as he sat down. He roared. More in anger than in pain. “DAHNAD!”

Dahnad laughed and turned to run. But the man seized the small boy and lifted him. Dahnad screamed, and laughed, and screamed again. His legs were pumping as though he were dashing through the air.

I gave a shout of laughter. It almost made me bend over. Several passersby clicked their tongues and shook their heads.

“A demure girl shouldn’t laugh like this,” Fydim observed, red-faced and abashed.

My cheeks didn’t burn. No curling pressure of discomfort was in my gut.

In spite of the fact that a chunk of my childhood shyness still clung to me, I never felt shy about laughing out loud. Laughter was the most potent magic. It could regenerate happiness across the island. This was what I believed. I wished that merriment was encouraged more than misery and despair in my zone, that “haha” was louder than “boohoo.”

I pressed my lips together to hold my laughter in for Fydim’s sake. My entire body was trembling from the effort.

“‘True Beauty,’” a faraway voice announced the song title, and the excited anticipation began building within me.

That silenced my laughter. Not Fydim’s words. And definitely not the rebuking glares others had been sending me.

All of the noises quieted. Everything beyond the wind’s Melody became a void of nothingness.

Sometimes, I wondered when it had started—the change in the essence of the wind within Light’s borders. In the Age of Brightness? Probably. On occasion, I mused about why it had started—voicing things so secret and unuttered. Because of the Hearers? Probably. Either the wind had chosen to trust them, or the Hearers had learned to untangle the enigmas of nature. Once, only once, I’d imagined it. Just an ordinary fantasy? No, a superlative fantasy.

No Hearer was left in my zone to shed light on the mysteries related to the wind’s Melodies and Poems. (The name of the last Hearer was Arun. He had lived a very long life. Had been seen at the funeral rites of his two children. He had died a natural death in old age.)

In the past:

Hearers used to listen intently to the unrevealed stories of the unconscious selves. They would acknowledge every word—sad, happy, anxious, and all—and help broken, weary souls heal. They used to come together in a circle and dance with the wind. One day, amid one of their soul-soothing dances, the wind disclosed its Melodies. This was what people thought had happened.

The wind kept springing new Melodies on Light folk for many aghazes while repeating the previous ones. Those Melodies were for everyone’s ears. But the Poems lacing the chords were perceivable only by the Hearers, who wrote them down in the Book of the Tunes.

In the present:

The Book of the Tunes had been missing. No one knew what had become of that book.

Being ignorant was all humans could ever be, it seemed. Because even in the past …

… no one noticed when the wind stopped composing a new Melody and played fewer of its old Melodies. Maybe it was just one Melody less than before in the beginning. And then two. And then three. Fewer and fewer each aghaz. And then, one day, everybody noticed. It was too late, though, for most Poems were already forgotten.

In the present:

All the remaining Melodies were repetitive. But Lightians still sang their Poems. Just as a habit. Without thinking about the meaning of the words exiting their mouths.

As Fydim and I traveled farther through the woods, the waves of the shimmering sound drew nearer. Shortly, more men and women came into sight. Some were standing on the ladders, and some were on the ground. They were singing and picking up fruit.

The Melody was beautiful and ancient. The Poem was meaningful. People’s voices, as a whole, reverberated through the trees.

It was like carpet weaving. Each voice looped itself around a pair of warps on a carpet loom so that all of them could form a pattern together.

I wasn’t going to sing. No, today, I would stay silent and listen. Coming to a halt, I hooked my hand around Fydim’s arm and tugged her to a stop. Afterward closed my eyes and let the song embrace my soul.

The beauty of the woods doesn’t lie in its trees,

But in the tiny seed,

In the grip of its soil,

Dreaming of beginning to sprout instead.

The beauty of the sky doesn’t lie in its color,

But in the water vapor,

Invisible to the eyes,

Dreaming of turning into a cloud instead.

The beauty of the pond doesn’t lie in its clarity,

But in the captive bubble,

Underneath its floor,

Dreaming of escaping from the water’s thrall instead.

The beauty of the night doesn’t lie in its stars,

But in the darkest moment,

Unremembered by all,

Dreaming of shifting to a heartbeat of light instead.

The song finished, and I opened my eyes. The Melodies are repetitive, yet they are not dull, and they never will be. “There are no birds in our zone to tweet, no frogs to croak, no bees to buzz, and no squirrels to chitter,” I sighed dreamily, “but the Melodies are so pleasant that they compensate for all those things.”

Fydim nodded, and her jowls shook. “I concur with you.” Her gaze swept from me to a woman in a shabby, old dress. “Padina,” Fydim called her name.

Padina spun around and dragged herself forward, plastering a smile on her mouth. Although she had a drawn and gray face, with dark half-circles of fatigue beneath her eyes, there was something warm about her. “Hello, Fydim,” she said and fixed her eyes on me. “You are Runiya, right?”

“Yes,” I responded. “Well met.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you from Fydim.” She looked me up and down. “You are truly a very beautiful young girl.”

I blushed at her unexpected compliment. I’d never been considered a beauty in my zone. I didn’t meet the primary criterion for it: being dainty. Not that I hadn’t been paid a compliment before. I had. And constantly. But only by my parents and Fydim.

“Padina, did you get the tournament’s passes for the kids?” Fydim asked.

“No,” Padina replied. Her voice sounded choked as if someone were squeezing her throat.

Fydim took Padina’s arm to draw her aside.

Though they did move away from most of the crowd, I could yet see and hear them.

Fydim thrust her hand into her pocket and fished a pouch of coins from it. “Take this and buy the passes for them.”

Shaking her head rapidly, Padina refused. “No. Thank you. But no. It’s too late to purchase the passes anyway.”

“Take this,” Fydim pressed. “I heard Tabak still has a few more passes.”

“He’s put a very high price on them.”

“This will be enough,” Fydim reassured her.

“I can’t accept it,” said Padina. “You’ve been helping us every gaah ever since the landlord evicted my family from our land two aghazes ago. I can’t accept more.”

Fydim seized Padina’s wrist, turned it and pushed the pouch into her palm. “It will take half a century for the tournament to be held in Light again. By that time, who knows if any humans will be left in Light or not! This might be the last opportunity for Lightians.”

A breathless sound of gratitude ruptured from Padina. She grabbed Fydim’s hand and made a bow to kiss it.

Fydim wrenched her hand away. “Don’t.”

Tears came to Padina’s eyes. “How could I survive without you?”

“You are a strong woman. You will survive because of your children, with or without me.” Fydim offered her a tight-lipped smile.

“Stay lit,” Padina said with a trembling voice.

Fydim’s approximation of a smile remained, yet no cheeriness touched her eyes.

Padina turned to go. Suddenly paused. Twisted to look at me.

I dropped my eyes immediately.

“Runiya, I wish you success during the tournament.” Her sincere tone caused my eyes to ascend to her face once more. “My children and I will be in the arena to support you.”

“My thanks,” I beamed.

Padina moved off.

Fydim walked up to me, and we resumed ambling.

For several heartbeats, Padina was my sole thought. Consequently, the warmth of deep thankfulness for my life melted through me. My parents and I had a simple life. But we’d never suffered from hunger. I hadn’t been forced to work, though I’d chosen to help my mother in our garden. Our garden. Our own. Another thing for which to be grateful. Furthermore, my father would pamper me with fabrics he’d purchase from Fire once or sometimes twice an aghaz, using which my mother would sew new dresses for me.

Each passing moment took with it a bit of that thought—Padina’s life. The evaporation was an imperceptible process. I didn’t realize when the thought ceased to exist.

Fydim and I cleaved the woods, getting farther and farther away from the mass of the fruit-pickers and closer and closer to the dense thickets of the orange-leafed thorn bushes girdling the glade.

There, in the gaps between the faraway fronds and bushes, streaks of light were wavering.

I upped my pace.

The narrow track we’d taken turned and twisted time after time until it sundered the thickets and spilled into the glade, whose floor was carpeted with a sprawl of lavender bushes.

I blinked once we burst into sunlight, giving my eyes a few moments to adjust.

“Ooh!” Fydim stopped. Her already wrinkled face crumpled more.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, awash with solicitude.

“I need to rest my old bones,” she whined.

Since the only pond of Light—as primeval as the island itself—was just a few feet away, I wrapped an arm around Fydim and suggested, “Let’s sit.”

She nodded and limped forward, grimacing in pain with each step she took.

I squinted against the dazzle as my eyes rested on the sun-kissed pond glinting like a many-faceted jewel. It was deep. Fathomless, if you asked me. The entire pond. Without any shallow parts. Stepping into it was a sudden drop right from its edges. Something in my soul shivered.

Near the pond, we sat on a flat stone softened by the luxuriant mauve and dark-magenta moss. Both moss species of Light could grow in consistent shade, but they were also fond of the warm sunshine, provided that nature supplied them with enough moisture.

Fydim stretched her short legs before her, kneading her knees.

I tossed my hair over a shoulder. “Can you continue walking?”

“If you are patient.”

“I’ll wait as long as you need.”

No one else was in the glade, like most of the time. People of my zone didn’t frequent this area unless they needed to extract the Lucent Teardrops (the natural, yellow glass used for making arrowheads in Light) from the floor and walls of the pond. This giant mirror of the woods was clear. And despite being motionless, it never smelled unpleasant.

The wind rippled the water, and my reflection wavered. My straight hair, a cerulean pool at my knees, seemed to sway in an eerie dance. “Something is missing,” I murmured.

Fydim’s reflection admirably glanced at mine. “I’ve never seen anything more perfect.”

My reflection smiled at hers. “Really … something …”

The turquoise and pale-gray reflections of the upside-down trees. The silver reflections of the folded petals belonged to the large night-blooming water lilies sleeping without disturbance across the green bed of their lily pads. The white reflections of the clouds scudding across the blue sky.

“… is …”

And beneath the surface reflections, deep down—

All of a sudden, my vision blurred.

The day dimmed.

The glade darkened.

I shuddered, beads of cold sweat breaking out on my forehead.

My heart slammed against my ribs, and the breath went out of me.

I’d plummeted into the pond.

I was drowning.

I was dying.

The water was roaring in my ears.

“Runiya.” Fydim’s voice was dreamlike, leagues and leagues away. “Runiya.”

Dimly, I became aware that Fydim’s hand captured my own. So I couldn’t be drowning. Couldn’t be dying. With an effort, I pulled my gaze away from the pond.

“Runiya.”

Not looking at her, I breathed in great gulps of air. My chest was rhythmically rising and falling.

Fydim gave my hand a squeeze and fretted, “Let’s go sit somewhere else.”

I shook my head, still forcing air in and out of my lungs, focusing on each expansion and contraction.

After I pulled myself together, I marked that my hands had tightened into fists atop my thighs and that Fydim’s hand was trembling above mine. I unclenched my fists, but Fydim didn’t let go of my hand. My gaze rose to her eyes. They were clouded with worry.

“I am sorry for what you witnessed,” I apologized sheepishly.

“Don’t be silly.”

I couldn’t stand the weight of her stare.

But before my eyes could shy away, she went on, “I thought you overcame your fear of drowning.”

“I’ve improved,” I said implausibly.

No words left her lips, yet the look in her eyes spoke louder than any words. She didn’t believe me.

“Truly. I can hold my breath for a few moments underwater while bathing,” I added to bolster my claim. “I can sit near the pond. I merely feel dizzy when I stare at a large or deep body of water for a long time.”

Her disquiet didn’t abate.

“Fydim”—I placed my free hand on top of hers—“you need not worry about me.” My fingers caressed the transparency of her skin, and I watched as it shifted over her veins and knuckles. She has enough burdens without my putting more stress on her fragile shoulders.

My fingers and my eyes climbed up to her face. How can I ease her worry? I tried to smooth away the deep lines of tension with tender touches. A host of plans were swirling in my mind. How can I ease her worry? How?

The instant it occurred to me how to lift Fydim’s spirits, I yanked my hand away and surged to my feet. Too swiftly. The world spun, sending me staggering back, before it settled.

Fydim reached out. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, I just stood up too fast. Please wait here for me,” I told her. “I’ll be back soon.”

I didn’t wait for her response. I hurried away like an exuberant little girl and threaded through the lavender bushes, heading toward the Shegeft Boulder while imagining the smile that would appear on Fydim’s face. A real smile.

 




CHAPTER FOUR

The sweet aroma of the flowers pervaded my nostrils, the sense of grace, power, and antiquity, as well as the sight of the Shegeft Boulder underpinning all else.

I stopped on a dime to behold that wonder from a short distance. It resembled a woman wrapped in a dark mantle whose head demurely inclined downward. The unusual barshid trees of this spot were her servants, holding their fronds like sunshades over her head. Why unusual? Their fronds were very short in comparison to the rest of the barshid trees.

“I feel you.”

I heard the unspoken words as they eddied around my mind and brushed past me. “I feel you, too.”

The Shegeft Boulder was watching me, awake and clever. It had a sentience.

“My lady.” I smiled and dipped my head politely. “You add luster to the woods as usual.” I gestured to the wildflowers skirting the stone lady and carried on, “May I?” I paused briefly, as if waiting for her response. Then bobbed a curtsy, as if receiving her consent. “Thank you.”

I picked up flowers, drawing closer to the three-sided Shegeft Boulder thrust out from the ground. One of its sides was curved and had a rough, black surface. The other two sides had broken, smoky appearances, with a faint glow of three colors (purple, blue, and white) coming from the cracks.

I had an armful of flowers when I was a few inches away from the Shegeft Boulder. The very air I was breathing seemed saturated with mystery in its presence. I reached up and touched my fingers to one of its smoky sides. A steady thrum, a living entity, pulsed beneath that dark crust. It sang into my soul, awakening its slumbering corners.

In the past:

When I was a child, my mother told me about the genesis of the Shegeft Boulders many times. A story, along with a sequence of actions. The regularity of it was soothing.

She would light a candle, softly singing to herself, lie down on the bed next to me, caress my hair and start, “On one of the endless nights during the Age of Tenebrosity—when ears were the absorbers of soundlessness, when hearts were the voids of indifference, when lips were the lines of coldness, and when eyes were the caverns of imperception—a mammoth meteor struck the northern part of the island.

“As a result of the collision’s force, the meteor was shattered into five pieces, each thrown in a different direction. Wherever they landed, the surroundings underwent changes. As their powers continued to ripple through the wasteland of Gisiya like clouds, the zones formed and the Shimmering Borders took shape. The broken pieces of that meteor became the Shegeft Boulders. The lifeblood of the island.

“The sun was born, and the day began to exist. Warmth permeated the hearts with fulfillment and the souls with joy. Lips learned to smile, eyes learned to see, ears learned to perceive, and humans learned to dream. The Age of Brightness commenced, giving rise to Life’s Miracle and the Kingdom of Hope.”

One night, after my mother had finished telling the story, I’d leaned into her touch and buried my face in her chest. “Was the Age of Brightness full of endless days?”

“No.” She’d carried on stroking my hair. “The nights followed the days, just as they do now.”

I’d lifted my head to look at her face. Shouldn’t the Age of Brightness be the opposite of the Age of Tenebrosity?

“Only the deepest darkness can make the brightest light shine,” she’d said, as if she’d heard my unasked question.

“Is it a true story, Mom? I mean, can a meteor cause all this?”

“What do you think?” she’d asked me silkily.

“I don’t know.” I’d shrugged. “The words of this story confused me. But you know for sure. Sometimes, things mean something to you and Dad, yet nothing to me.”

She’d laughed in her throat, the sound of it warm and genuine. “That can be frustrating.”

“Yes. At times, the more I ask questions, the more confused I become by the responses.”

“In that case, my reply will confuse you even more.”

“So how can I know the answer to my question?”

“Whenever confusion spreads over your uncertain self, dig deep into your soul. Slice through all of the thoughts. Deeper. Burrow into all of the questions. Deeper still. Search among all of the voices for the one whose tone is a wave of tranquility. Always trust that voice for the answer.”

I’d nodded.

“Now try to find it, dearest darling.”

I’d closed my eyes, straining to listen. There had been only the beating of my heart in the beginning. As I’d dug deeper and deeper, several voices had rung out within me. I’d ignored them, going past the questions and thoughts.

Then the voice had spoken simply, It feels you, and you feel it back.

The serenity had fluttered in my chest and touched my mind, just for a breath. But it’d given me the answer I had sensed many times myself. The Shegeft Boulder—a section of a hope meteor that was sent to humans as aid—whispers with each pulsation, “You are not forgotten.”

A wave of tranquility, in my mother’s words. Yet I’d have described the tone of that voice differently: a blue susurration. For it had been so soft and calming that no other words could have done it justice.

When I’d opened my eyes, I’d felt as though the essence of the Shegeft Boulder had been humming through me. “It is a true story,” I’d said, shivering with excitement.

“This is what I believe, too.” My mother had kissed my forehead, beaming.

I’d smiled back.

“Sleep.” She’d risen from the bed.

After watching her leave my room, I had drawn my blanket over my head and replayed the words of the story in my mind, the candle burning atop the nightstand.

In the present:

“You are not forgotten.”

“Ouch,” I moaned as a sharp ridge of the Shegeft Boulder cut my forefinger. 

I backed away a couple of paces and sucked on the side of my finger, still watching the stone lady in adulation. “I wonder how these flowers grow and survive without enough sunlight. Is it your glow lighting over them, my lady?” I asked the Shegeft Boulder in a hushed voice. Afterward curtsied. “Thank you for your generosity. I shall be off now.”

I hiked up my skirt, creating a bowl of fabric, and put the flowers into it. Then tied my skirt into a bundle, securing the flowers inside.

I burst into motion, my steps playful. I loped across the shaded ground and trampled the amber undergrowth, minor scratches peppering my shins.

When I entered the glade, I found Fydim dozing by the pond with her head lolled against one shoulder. I seated myself beside her and waited until my panting eased.

“Fydim.” Her name left my mouth swathed in a sigh.

No response.

I blew out a puff of air toward her face.

Fydim unconsciously dragged her palm down her face, as if warding off an annoying fly we didn’t have in Light.

My lips peeled into a smile, and I blew out a breath once more.

She opened her eyes this time, her sleepy gaze taking in the surroundings. “I thought you were distracted and forgot about your old friend.” Her voice was hoarse.

“I was distracted,” I admitted, “but after I completed the errand I’d been pursuing.”

“And what was that errand?”

My hands moved toward my skirt, and Fydim’s eyes followed the movement.

She gasped loudly and admonished me, “This is a lot of skin you are showing.”

I squirmed. That was true. My legs had been bared to my midthighs. I gave an excuse, “Nobody was around,” and received a tsk tsk.

Chewing on my lower lip, I untied my skirt to let the fabric cover my legs, consequently revealing the flowers.

Fydim’s eyes thinned. My immodesty was evidently (and thankfully) forgotten.

I felt the beginnings of a smile.

“You don’t want to put a garland on my head.” Not a statement. A soft warning.

The pieces of my shattered comfort settled into place. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” I declared, twisting the flowers into a garland.

She mumbled to herself.

I disregarded it and devoted myself to creating something unique. Wrapped in love. Adorned with happiness. Something capable of replenishing Fydim’s spirit with joy. A braid of many flowers, their stems and leaves entwining with each other. That was what I would make.

Moments came and went. The wind sprayed the scent of lavender across my face. The rustle of the fronds made its way to my ears above the symphony of the Melodies. And I wove and wove until I had two beautiful garlands.

I set one of them atop my head and crowned Fydim with the other.

A smile tweaked my lips when I watched Fydim. Although the skin of her face put me in mind of a candle that had burned too long and no coiffure could hide her thinning hair, a shadow of her beauty in the days of her youth lingered still.

She looked at her reflection in the pond’s water, and her face brightened. The pervasive tiredness about her faded temporarily, and the aura of vigor fluttered into life, replacing it. “Being with you reminds me of the dreams I had at the age of sixteen.”

At her disclosure, I arched a brow in surprise.

“I wasn’t a daydreamer,” she hastened to add, picking at a piece of lint on her skirt, “but I had my own dreams. Back then, I thought all of them would come true one day.”

My elbows resting on my knees and my hands making a knot under my chin, I inquired enthusiastically, “How many of them came true?”

“Just two.”

“Can you tell me what they were?” A flurry of excitement churned in my stomach.

She considered my question, then nodded. “The first one was Nahira.”

Those simple and honest words poured over me like a welcome splash of sunshine on a cold day.

“Even being Nahira’s senior by six aghazes, I was enamored of him from the first moment I saw him,” she divulged. “It was his eyes. Those big, hazel-blue-green eyes. We spent most of our childhood together. Our mothers were close friends. And whenever his mother visited my mother, she brought him along.

“One day, while playing, he suggested we should wed once we were older. The idea appealed to me greatly, and I gave him my assent right away.”

I tried, really tried, yet couldn’t contain my mirth, which was welcomed and accompanied by Fydim’s small smile.

She waited until my light laughter ceased, then continued, “Nahira longed to be a swordsman like his elder brother, Garsivaz. He wanted to escape the carpenter’s life that his father was carving for him. Garsivaz understood his little brother and trained him, unbeknown to their father. This was their secret. Not the darkest one, though. Garsivaz was a swordfighter in many buried dens, and their parents didn’t know.”

I hid a gasp of shock.

Fire’s buried dens were illegal underground establishments where the prosperous men of business wagered and the paupers with good weapon skills fought with each other to attract the attention of the wealthy Firik patrons and change the courses of their lives.

“When Nahira was sixteen, Garsivaz died during one of his bouts in a buried den. Wielding his brother’s sword, Nahira became a swordfighter in the buried dens in his stead. Four aghazes later, he was the most skilled swordsman Light had ever introduced to Gisiya.”
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