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			For Tom Conrad,


			Who is perhaps the oldest friend I have.


			And a man to whom I owe a large number of birthday 


			jugs of milk.  (Can you believe it’s been thirty years?)


		




	

			
Preface


			A decade ago, I wrote a novella that just would not leave me alone. The story of a man, his birds, and the inevitable tide of progress. As I thought about the novella, I realized that there was much more here—a novel I needed to tell someday, picking up sometime after the novella ended.


			I spent nine years outlining it, my enthusiasm growing with each new idea I worked out. I started writing it in 2017, though I didn’t fully find time for it until 2023. As can be expected from its origin, Isles of the Emberdark leans upon and requires understanding of the novella Sixth of the Dusk. Indeed, key points of the novella are integral to the larger plot of the book.


			That presented a problem. It’s generally not a good idea to write a full-on novel sequel to a piece of short fiction most of your readers (probably) haven’t read. I didn’t want to release a novel that required homework—imagine picking this up, then realizing you had to hunt down an obscure novella to be able to appreciate it. I also didn’t want to revert the character and start all over, as that wouldn’t be fair to either the narrative or the people who had read the novella.


			The solution, then, was to build the story of this book in such a way that I could include the novella as a set of flashbacks. This was an exciting challenge, and I found it slotted in fairly well. Therefore, the original novella Sixth of the Dusk is included here in the first part of the novel, set off in its own chapters, as flashbacks. Judging by the experiences of my beta readers, if you’ve never read that novella, you’ll find it a fairly natural part of the story—and by the end of the first part, you’ll be fully up to date on everything that happened in Dusk’s past.


			However, if you have read Sixth of the Dusk, especially recently, you may find yourself wanting to skip or skim the novella chapters. I’m here to tell you that’s just fine. I did tweak it to better expand the mythology and worldbuilding of Dusk’s world, but the changes are slight, and you can pick up on them without needing to reread. Know that there is a full-length novel here (among the longer of the secret projects I’ve done) even without the pages added by the novella.


			Writing this book has been a delightful experience. It’s quirky, not quite paced like anything I’ve done before. Part of that is the flashbacks, part of that is Starling and her story. Part is me dipping into the future of the Cosmere in exciting, but hopefully not too spoiler-ish, ways.


			Thank you for your support of me doing strange, unexpected things with the Cosmere and these secret projects. I had a blast with this one, and within its smaller-scale story about isolation, progress, and community, I hope you find something distinctive to love.


			Brandon Sanderson
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Prologue


			Fifty-Seven Years Ago


			Starling hopped from one foot to the other, holding open the drapes to her balcony, staring at the dark horizon. She didn’t dare blink. She didn’t dare miss it.


			First light. When would first light appear?


			She’d barely slept, though she’d tried for at least a half hour. She was simply too excited, and had spent the night trying—failing—to distract herself with a book.


			In the distance, across the rolling forests of Yolen, the darkness seemed to fade. Did that count? It wasn’t light. It was just…less dark.


			She went running anyway. Still wearing her nightgown, she pushed into the hallway outside her rooms in her uncle’s mansion. She scrambled past smiling attendants. Starling genuinely liked most of them—and pretended to like the rest. That was what her uncle taught her: Always look for the best in both people and situations.


			Today, that wasn’t so difficult. Today was the day.


			First light.


			The day she transformed.


			She burst into the grand entryway in a tizzy of white hair and fluttering nightgown, startling her uncle’s priests in their formal robes and wide hats. They were up early, of course, because her uncle got up early to take the prayers of those who worshipped him.


			Starling fluttered around the corner, heading for the next hallway over, which led to his reflectory. Priests, belatedly, bowed to her from the sides as she ran. She might look like an eight-year-old girl, but dragons grew slowly, and she was older than some of the priests.


			She didn’t feel it. She still felt like a child, which her uncle explained was the way of things. Her mental age was like that of a human child her size, but she got to experience that age far longer than they did—which would have been wonderful, except for one thing. It had forced her to wait three long decades for her transformation.


			She burst into the reflectory, where her uncle sat upon his fain-wood throne. He wore his human form, which had pale skin and a sharp silver beard just on his chin, bound in cords, extending a good eight inches. He took the appearance of an older man, maybe in his sixties, though that could be deceptive for their kind.


			Starling scurried up to him, but didn’t touch him. With his eyes closed—wearing his brilliant white and silver robes and conical headdress—he was taking a prayer from some distant follower. She couldn’t interrupt that. Not even for first light. So she waited, balancing on one foot, then the other, trying to keep from bursting from excitement.


			Finally he opened his eyes. “Oh? Starling. It’s early for a young dragonet like you. Why are you up?”


			“It’s today, Uncle! It’s today!”


			“Is today special?”


			“Uncle!”


			“Oh, your birthday,” he said. “Thirty years old, unless… Could I have mistaken the day? A lot was happening during your birth, child. Maybe we need to wait until tomorrow.”


			“UNCLE!” she shouted.


			Frost smiled, then held out his hands for her to run up and embrace him. “I just spoke with Vambrakastram—and she will take my prayers for the day. I am free, all day, for you.”


			“Just for me?” she whispered.


			“Just for you. Are you ready?”


			“I’ve been so, so ready,” she said. “For so, so long.” She pulled back. “Will my scales really be white when I am a dragon?”


			“You are always a dragon,” he said, raising his finger, “whether or not you have the shape of one. As for the coloring of your scales, there’s no way to know until the transformation.” He tapped her arm—which was powder white, like her hair. “Dragons come in all colors, and each is beautiful and unique. But I will say, every dragon I’ve known who was leucistic in human form—granted, there have only ever been two others—had white scales to match. A metallic, shimmering white with a sheen of mother-of-pearl. It’s breathtaking.”


			“Only ever two,” she whispered.


			“Only ever two,” he said, then cupped her cheek. “Plus one, Starling.”


			“Letsgoletsgoletsgo!” she shouted, running back out into the hallway. He followed, and—with her urging him on—they continued down the corridor, passing more smiling priests. All human, of mixed genders. Starling had been to other dragon palaces, and the priests there were stiff and stuffy. Not so here. Frost saw the best in people, and people became their best because of it. That’s what he’d always said.


			“Now,” he said from behind, walking far too slowly for her tastes, “I’m supposed to speak to you of the ritual importance of the first transformation.”


			“I know the importance!” she exclaimed, spinning to walk backward. “I will be able to fly.”


			“We live dual lives,” he said. “And there is a reason we spend thirty years in human form before reaching the age of transformation. This is Adonalsium’s wisdom.”


			“Yes, yes,” she said, spinning again as they reached the end of the hallway—and the grand balcony doors. “We live half our lives as humans so we know what it is like to be small. We live the lives of mortals before we gain the life of a dragon. That way, we’ll understand.”


			“Do you?” he said, resting his hand on her shoulder as she stood before the closed doors, which were made of yellow stained glass. She thought…she could see light on the other side, from the horizon.


			She was so eager, but he’d taught her to be honest, always.


			“No,” she admitted. “I try, but I…don’t understand mortals. They live such hurried lives, and they are so fragile, but they don’t seem to care. I try, but I don’t understand.”


			“Yes. With our powers, even as dragonets, empathy is difficult.”


			“Will that ruin me?” she asked softly. She’d worried about this. “Because I don’t understand? Will it stop me from flying?”


			“You can never be ruined, child,” he said, a smile in his voice. “Never, ever. You can learn better, and you will as you grow. Knowing that fact is how it happens! Ignorance will not hold back the transformation.” He leaned back. “Sometimes, contrast is important to help us learn.”


			He shoved the doors open, revealing a horizon that had begun to blaze with predawn. The grand balcony was large enough to hold them in their draconic forms. It was one of the launchpads to the upper palace, which was built on a different scale—for people who were the size of buildings.


			She stepped out onto the balcony, suddenly worried. What if it didn’t happen to her? What if she was broken? Everyone put so much stock in her being leucistic—which was a cousin, but not exactly the same, as being albino like a human. She was more like a white tiger, she’d been told. A symbol of two worlds. But some said with every great sign came misfortune, as proven by what had happened to her parents…


			“You are,” Frost said, “so wonderful, Illistandrista. I am honored to be here, with you, on this most important of days.”


			He left unsaid that he wished her parents were the ones here. That was not to be. She took a deep breath, and held out her hands to her sides.


			First dawn struck her, and she absorbed the light. It became part of her, and the self that had been hidden within Starling these thirty years emerged, glorious and radiant. With wings, and dragonsteel of pure silver, and scales a glittering white—faintly iridescent.


			With the transformation, Starling—finally—felt that she belonged.
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Chapter One


			Sixth of the Dusk crept up on a deathant.


			“This thing’s venom,” Dusk whispered, slipping forward on silent feet, “is enough to kill a horse. It would have no trouble with you or me. They call it a three-step kill. Because after its bite, you’ll last only three more steps.”


			He kept his eyes on the tiny insect, which held to the bottom of a leaf—barely visible, imitating a natural spot on the foliage. Dusk turned a smoking brand between his fingers and slid forward. “They often cling to the bottoms of leaves,” he said softly. “People rub against them, unaware, and the ants slip onto their clothing. In the jungles of Patji, you can never fully trust that you’re not carrying one. Death could come with a tiny sting hours after you’ve passed their hive.”


			One more step. He raised his brand.


			“Smoke,” he whispered, “is your best defense. It puts them to sleep.” He inched the brand up underneath the leaf, letting its smoke puff up and ooze around the insect. “Either that, or you move with extreme caution. Hoping—praying to the Father Island—that you were careful enough.”


			The deathant did not drop to sleep as it should have—because if you looked closely, you would see it was actually a drawing. Dots of black, painted on the leaf in the shape of the deadly insect.


			He turned around to an audience of children and parents. Most were barely paying attention. He lowered his smoking brand, then rapped his other hand on the glass terrarium, which held living specimens. It was set up next to the fake display, both being used for presentations.


			“You have no idea how lucky you are,” he said, “to be able to look at these safely. Real, live deathants. Few people ever got that chance before the modern era.”


			The children stared at him blankly. One was drooling. Their juvenile Aviar—birds which clung to shoulders or heads—chattered softly at one another.


			“I’m done,” Dusk added.


			A smattering of applause, which he always found…odd. He did not like being applauded. After that, the people moved on to one of the other displays, several children complaining they were bored, one crying for no reason whatsoever.


			Dusk groaned and glanced back at the terrarium containing one of the deadliest creatures in all of creation. And he felt…sorry. These insects had once terrified even the most skilled trapper. Now they were just bugs in a jar.


			It made him angry, with no good reason, for he was part of the reason they were imprisoned like this. Indeed, this entire park—with its captive displays of the dangers of the outer islands, and showy explanations for how life had once been—existed because of him. He might not have captured these animals, but he’d signed their bill of incarceration.


			With a sigh, he turned from the enclosure and went to gather Sak from the Aviar roost nearby. The sleek black bird stood out among the others. Everyone here had an Aviar, all a variety of colors, but none were like Sak, with her black coloring and more pointed beak. As he put her on his shoulder, she leaned to the side, looking at his other shoulder. Empty. She never stopped looking.


			“I know,” Dusk said. “I miss him too.”


			After that, he went walking. Something that once, when he’d worked on Patji—most perilous of islands—had been rife with danger. Each step a risk of death, a new challenge around every tree and within every hollow. Five years later, and his instincts still said that walking lazily like this was dangerous. Was it strange, that he should long for those days?


			He wore his old gear—cargo pants and a tight, buttoned shirt—which made him stand out in this city full of bright dresses and colorful wraps. On the street outside, he could hear new kinds of vehicles passing: the kind with motors that roared like some type of beast. Gifts of technology from the Ones Above.


			He peered to the sky, and spotted the ship hanging there. More talks, more meetings, more gifts and promises. The aliens were growing impatient with this primitive planet full of stubborn people and valuable birds. How long would the Ones Above wait? He had thoughts on what could be done. He kept them to himself, as nobody asked. Couldn’t Vathi send for him again? He’d only punched one senator. And surely the man had deserved it.


			Dusk continued walking through the park. People did, occasionally, stop and point. He was a celebrity, he supposed. The last trapper of Patji, a man who had been ushered back to receive medals and awards for the secrets he’d helped discover. He’d asked them to build this park, to preserve the trapper heritage, and so they had. It was the last time they’d listened to him.


			He didn’t work for the park formally, but he liked to visit. To remember. Maybe that was a bad idea. Maybe that was asking for pain, seeing all these creatures in cages. Knowing that secretly, he was one of them. A relic of days that had been bulldozed. Leaving him a man with no purpose. Other than to try, and fail, to scare children.


			He found Tuka, the park director, supervising one of the new exhibits. They hoped to house nightmaws here. Insanity, he’d have once said. But they’d housed Dusk, so who knew?


			Tuka was a boisterous, stout woman. She had long black hair and wore orange. Always. Orange was practically a religion to Tuka.


			It made her look like a fruit.


			“Dusk!” she said, turning from the new construction. “I didn’t know you were coming in today!”


			He didn’t reply. Because that had not been a question.


			“What do you think?” she asked, gesturing to the enclosure—a deep pit with stone sides.


			“They will get out at that point there,” he said, pointing at some trees inside. “They will knock the trees down, climb up, feast upon your patrons.” He paused. “It might be bad for publicity.”


			“Oh, you,” she said, swatting him.


			She thought he made jokes. He let her think that—as his gut said it would make her underestimate him.


			Why would you need that kind of thinking any longer? a part of him accused. Haven’t you listened to a single thing Vathi has tried to teach you?


			“We’re very lucky to have you,” Tuka noted. “A real, live trapper. One who trapped Patji, no less.”


			The words…they were echoes of the ones from his presentation. The exact things he’d said about the deathants.


			Father. Was this really his life? Dusk looked around at the colorful people and glass cages.


			“Was it really as terrible as people say?” Tuka asked. “On the island, I mean.”


			“Yes,” Dusk said. “And wonderful.”


			“Terrible…and wonderful?” Tuka frowned.


			“Wonderful because it was terrible.”


			“I don’t understand.”


			He wasn’t surprised. All this effort to create the park, to preserve the ways of the trappers, and Dusk only now realized something. Tamed displays—no matter how vibrant and accurate—could never fully capture the truth of living on Patji.


			And so, the only true displays were his memories.
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Chapter Two


			Five Years Ago


			Death hunted beneath the waves.


			Dusk saw it approach: a vast dark shadow within the deep blue. Dusk’s hands tensed on his paddle, rocking in his boat, his heartbeat racing as he immediately sought out Kokerlii.


			Fortunately, the colorful bird sat in his customary place on the prow, idly biting at one clawed foot raised to his hooked beak. Kokerlii lowered his foot and puffed out his feathers, as if completely unmindful of the danger beneath.


			Dusk held his breath. He always did, when unfortunate enough to run across one of these things in the open ocean. He did not know what they looked like beneath those waves. He hoped to never find out.


			The shadow drew closer, almost to the boat. A school of slimfish passing nearby jumped into the air in a silvery wave, spooked by the shadow’s approach. The terrified fish showered back to the water with a sound like rain, but the shadow did not deviate. The slimfish were too small a meal to interest it.


			A boat’s occupants, however…


			It passed directly underneath. Sak chirped quietly from Dusk’s shoulder; the second bird seemed to have some sense of the danger. Creatures like the shadow did not hunt by smell or sight, but by sensing the minds of prey. Dusk glanced at Kokerlii again, whose powers were their only protection. Dusk had never clipped Kokerlii’s wings, but at times like this he understood why many sailors preferred protection Aviar that could not fly away.


			The boat rocked softly; the jumping slimfish stilled. Waves lapped against the sides of the vessel. Had the shadow stopped? Hesitated? Did it sense them? Kokerlii’s protective aura had always been enough before, but…


			The shadow slowly vanished. It had turned to swim downward, Dusk realized. In moments, he could make out nothing through the waters. He hesitated, then forced himself to get out his new mask. It was a modern device he had acquired two supply trips back: a glass faceplate with leather at the sides. He placed it on the water’s surface and leaned down, looking through it into the depths. They became as clear to him as an undisturbed lagoon.


			Nothing. Just that endless deep, sunlight making streams of light like roadways into the abyss. Fool man, he thought, tucking away the mask and getting out his paddle. Didn’t you just think to yourself that you never wanted to see one of those?


			Still, as he started paddling again, he knew that he’d spend the rest of this trip feeling as if the shadow were down there, following him. He continued regardless, paddling his outrigger canoe until he drew a distance away—all around him was that same trembling ocean, not a speck of land in sight. He carried with him compass, map, and sextant…but today, he didn’t reach for any of those.


			Instead he dipped his hand into the water and closed his eyes, reading the lapping of the waves to judge his position. Once, those waves would have been good enough for any of the Eelakin, his people. These days, only the trappers learned the old arts, the arts of the grand navigators from long ago. It was a mark of pride to him that he almost never needed the compass, and he had yet to encounter a situation where he had to rely on the new sea charts—given as gifts by the Ones Above during their visit earlier in the year. They were said to be more accurate than even the best Eelakin surveys.


			He hated that such things existed. However, you could not stop times from changing. His mother’s words. You couldn’t stop times from changing any more than you could stop the surf from rolling. But he could remember. He pulled his hand from the ocean and got out his navigator’s book, where each day he recorded observations. The rising and setting of the sun, the locations of constellations, fish he’d seen and the direction they were swimming.


			Wayfinding was a puzzle. In the old days, the great navigators would not sleep for as long as a week as they traveled—for they needed to record everything in incredible detail. Distance traveled, speed of motion, the angle of each day’s sailing as accounted by sun and stars.


			Dusk fortunately didn’t need to be quite so detailed. So long as he passed shallows now and then, a modern anchor could keep him from drifting while he slept. And he knew that if he did drift too far, the compass, map, and sextant could get him back on track.


			He still loved to do it the old way. He marked the school of slimfish, and knew—without needing to look—it meant he was getting close. The birds he’d seen in the distance yesterday had been enough. At night, birds headed toward land—and that had let him turn his course slightly. The snarl of seaweed—with a hook from some previous trapper caught in it—had been an obvious sign as well. Even the clouds could help, for green reflections on the bottoms of distant clouds meant land.


			He finished his notations, then used his spyglass to scan for other signs. More birds. They’d be flying away from land this time of day… Yes, he was close.


			Again, he dipped his hand into the water. Of all the ancient techniques, this was his favorite. For while you let your fingers trail in the water, with eyes closed, you could feel the waves…and large islands created different wave patterns. It worked best once you were close, of course, but with his fingers in the water…he almost felt like the islands were talking to him. Telling him, by how they interrupted the patterns, where they were.


			He smiled and took out his old string map—made with wooden sticks on a board, used to show wave patterns and indicate how to find them around certain islands. He turned his boat with confidence—his birds chirping—and paddled straight on their new path.


			It was not long, after the accounting of tides, before he was rewarded with first sight of an island. He’d done it, without picking up his compass a single time this trip. That was Sori: a small island in the Pantheon, and the most commonly visited. Her name meant “child”; Dusk vividly remembered training on her shores with his uncle.


			It had been long since he’d burned an offering to Sori, despite how well she had treated him during his youth. Perhaps a small offering would not be out of line. Patji would not grow jealous. One could not be jealous of Sori, as she was the least of the islands. Just as every trapper was welcome on Sori, every other island in the Pantheon was said to be affectionate of her.


			Be that as it may, Sori did not contain much valuable game. Dusk continued paddling, moving down one leg of the archipelago known as the Pantheon.


			From a distance, this archipelago was not so different from the homeisles of the Eelakin, now a three-week trip behind him. Up close, they were very, very different. Over the next five hours, Dusk paddled past Sori, then her three cousins. He had never set foot on any of those three. In fact, he had not landed on many of the forty-some islands in the Pantheon. At the end of his apprenticeship, a trapper chose one island and worked there all his life.


			Dusk had chosen Patji—an event some fifteen years past now. Seemed like far less.


			Dusk saw no other shadows beneath the waves, but he kept watch. Not that he could do much to protect himself. Kokerlii did all of that work as he roosted happily at the prow of the ship, eyes half closed. Dusk had fed him seed; Kokerlii did like it so much more than dried fruit.


			Nobody knew why beasts like the shadows lived only here, in the waters near the Pantheon. Why not travel across the seas to the homeisles, where food would be plentiful and Aviar like Kokerlii were far rarer?


			Once, these questions had not been asked. The seas were what they were. Now, however, men poked and prodded into everything. They asked, “Why?” They said, “We should explain it.”


			Dusk shook his head, dipping his paddle into the water. That sound—wood on water—had been his companion for most of his days. He understood it, and the whisperings of the waves, far better than he did the speech of men.


			Even if sometimes their questions got inside of him and refused to go free.


			After the cousins, most trappers would have turned north or south, moving along branches of the archipelago until reaching their chosen island. Dusk continued forward, into the heart of the islands. He stopped briefly with harpoon and rope to spear some fish—often, in these waters, the best way to get protein.


			He gutted and packed them away for later tonight at his safecamp, then continued paddling until a shape loomed before him. Patji, largest island of the Pantheon. He towered like a wedge rising from the sea, and all of the waves here bent around him. A place of inhospitable peaks, sharp cliffs, and deep jungle.


			Patji. King of the Pantheon. God of the Eelakin.


			Hello, old destroyer, Dusk thought. Hello, Father.
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Chapter Three




			Dusk thought perhaps he should tell Tuka about his memories. Vathi was always saying he needed to offer more in a conversation, not just wait to be prompted. However, right as he opened his mouth to speak, Tuka got called away to deal with some children who were pestering an exhibit—though as she went, she turned back for a moment.


			“Oh, Dusk,” she said. “Mother Frond wanted you to stop by.”


			Frond?


			Frond was here?


			“Where?” he called.


			“Where else?” Tuka said, then vanished.


			He started off through the park immediately, winding past natural plant displays, which were too cultivated for his taste. He kept telling them to let weeds grow, but they were resistant—a life on the homeisles seemed to make everyone want to manicure everything. Cut the wildness from it, men as well as gardens.


			Frond was a heavyset older woman—a loremother who had come in from one of the outer isles last year—with a deeper brown skin than even Dusk, whose skin tone was browner than many homeislers’. She wore feathers after the traditional style, though many loremothers adopted modern costumes. He didn’t mind either way. People and society changed, sometimes for the better. He would not have wanted to go trapping shirtless, as had been traditional, but there was something about the headdress and cloak of feathers.


			Frond—ever looking for a chance to teach—crouched before some children in the small, child-sized amphitheater. Her favorite spot in the city, she’d said, though her official duties—reciting histories for chiefs and kingmakers on the outer isles—often kept her away from the capital.


			She always returned, and would visit this overlooked section of the park. A shaded, tiered set of stones in what had once been a children’s playground, which they had built the rest of the preserve around. People had taken to calling her Mother Frond, though her direct family lived on some distant isle.


			Today, she was telling the story of Cakoban.


			Dusk had heard it dozens, if not hundreds, of times. That should have made him bored, but his fingers reached absently toward his neck—for the medallion he’d once worn—as he heard the story of their ancestor.


			“He sailed only at night?” one of the children asked.


			“No, no,” Frond whispered, leaning forward. “There was no sun back then—only night. Cakoban the Navigator sailed, then, looking for light.”


			“And he fought monsters!” a little girl said, punching the air.


			“Many monsters,” Frond agreed. “After Cakoban made a deal with the great winged statue, who promised to come to him when next he needed help, he escaped by sailing between the legs of the great giants of Epelli! First one, then the other, so they attacked each other in their confusion! He rode the waves of their falling clubs. And when their great bodies crashed to the ocean—dead—he had the grandest wave of all, which carried him three days across the endless sea!”


			One boy eagerly raised his hand. “How,” he said, “can a sea be endless!”


			“If you sail it,” Frond said, spinning her finger around, “can you not keep going? Past islands, always sailing toward the horizon?”


			“But that’s in circles!” the boy said.


			“Which have no end,” Frond replied, smiling. “And an ocean, young Kapu, is never the same one moment to the next—it is a road into eternity.” She met Dusk’s eyes and smiled. “You cannot defeat it. You can merely accompany it.”


			“But what happened?” another girl asked, her diminutive green Aviar hopping up and down on her shoulder.


			“Cakoban followed a shooting star to the homeisles,” the boy said, folding his arms. “He returned, then brought everyone here. The end.”


			“No,” Frond said.


			The four children regarded her with wide eyes.


			“Cakoban,” she whispered, “followed a brilliant shooting star, which led him past the cave of the terrible Dakwara, the monster child of a distant god. Cakoban valiantly defeated that beast, for the monster would have swallowed all the world. He blinded it with the light of a torch, as light was a thing the monster knew not, then tricked the giant serpent into tying itself in knots.


			“The Dakwara was forced to acknowledge it was defeated—for with great monsters, you do not beat them by killing them, but by surviving. When Cakoban untied it, he sent it to protect his daughter and his kin for a hundred years. With a respect gained for people, when it came to our land, it served Patji—and created the islands. But that was not yet, and our story is not of those tales.


			“After defeating the Dakwara, Cakoban searched long in that region, until nearly dying of starvation, for he knew that a beast such as the Dakwara must be guarding a sight truly grand! Then Patji—honoring Cakoban’s courage—rose from the ocean and erupted with blazing red light, leading the way to life. A thrown ember became the sun, and Cakoban found Patji’s shores. He returned to his kind, and led them to this new land, where Patji had ordered islands created. There, he found home—for all of us.”


			They were silent for a moment. Then the boy said, “That’s what I said.”


			“No, child,” Frond whispered. “It is not.” She gave them a piece of candy each and sent them on their way, to waiting parents, before tucking her arms into her long sleeves and turning to Dusk. “How is it,” she said to him, “you always arrive when I’m talking about Cakoban?”


			Sak chirped softly as Frond offered a seed, and Dusk did not answer. For it seemed more an observation than a question. She offered a finger, and Sak let the woman scratch her neck, something the Aviar rarely allowed anyone but Dusk to do.


			“The most wondrous of Aviar…” she said quietly. “What have you been showing your master these days, Sak?”


			The answer was nothing. Sak’s power rarely had reason to activate anymore, for Dusk was rarely in danger. Frond smiled, and touched the bird right on the forehead, scratching and whispering with a sound like ocean waves. “Guide him well.” Then she glanced at Dusk.


			“So quiet,” Frond said. “One might think the loremothers and the trappers to be enemies, for you wield silence while we wield sound. I wish I knew what was happening in that mind of yours.”


			“No,” he said, holding her eyes. “It would make you weep.”


			“That bad?”


			“It is the way of things,” he said. “All days must pass into shadow eventually.” He looked around the park. “I think I’m finished coming here, Frond.”


			“What will you do instead?”


			He did not answer, for he had no answer.


			“Dusk…” she said, putting a weathered hand upon his shoulder. “What are we to do about them?” She glanced upward, toward that ship in the sky.


			The Ones Above. During talks, they never showed faces or skin. Dusk imagined them as strange and terrible creatures, with faces full of fangs. Artist renditions of them from the broadsheets tended to err on the side of mystery, showing beings with dark pits where faces should be—as if representing the darkness of space itself, confined somehow in their strange outfits and helmets.


			“I have nothing to do with them any longer,” he said. “Vathi kicked me out. Besides, I’m just an old trapper—I belong in stories, not in the world as it has become.”


			“The ones I’d have dealing with those aliens,” she whispered, “are people like those from the stories.”


			He considered that. He knew she liked when he thought about what she said, and he liked the silence she gave him to think.


			“What could I do?” he finally asked.


			“I don’t know,” she replied. “But I’ve spoken to Vathi. She might be coming around to letting you back in. You simply have to remind her.”


			“Of what?”


			“Of who you are. Sometimes we need a person who looks in from yesterday, Dusk.”


			He nodded slowly. “If the chance comes, I’ll…see what I can do. Will you do something for me? Remember us, worldspinner. When you tell stories, and train the next generation of loremothers, remember to talk of the trappers who used to be.”


			“I will,” she said. “But I would like a promise from you in return.”


			“Which is?”


			“Watch,” she said, “for your shooting star.”


			“Trappers do not see the stars, Frond,” he said. “We have been trained not to go out at night.” He smiled in thanks, then left the park.


			He was finished with this facsimile of a life he’d once lived.
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Chapter Four


			Five Years Ago




			Dusk rocked in his boat, listening to birds chirping softly, inspecting Patji—the god of all islands.


			He didn’t go ashore immediately. Instead, he raised his paddle and placed it in the boat. He sat, chewing on fish from last night’s catch, feeding scraps to Sak. The black-plumed bird ate them with an air of solemnity, while Kokerlii continued to sit on the prow, chirping occasionally.


			Kokerlii would be eager to land. Sak, though, seemed never to grow eager about anything.


			Approaching Patji was not a simple task, even for one who trapped these shores. The boat continued its dance with the waves as Dusk considered which landing to make. Eventually he put the fish away, then took out his medallion, rubbing it for good luck. It was the one his uncle had carried, bearing a depiction of the hero Cakoban, ancestor to all trappers.


			Dusk’s uncle had carried the medallion until Patji had killed him. Dusk would now carry it until Patji killed him as well. Hopefully, that would take many years.


			Finally he took up his paddle again and dipped it back into the waters—waters that remained deep and blue, despite the proximity to the island. Some members of the Pantheon had sheltered bays and gradual beaches. Patji had no patience for such foolishness. His beaches were rocky and had steep drop-offs. You were never safe on his shores. In fact, the beaches were the most dangerous part—upon them, not only could the horrors of the land get to you, but you were still within reach of the deep’s monsters. Dusk’s uncle had cautioned him about this time and time again. Only a fool slept on Patji’s shores.


			The tide was with him, and he avoided being caught in any of the swells that would crush him against those stern rock faces. Dusk approached a partially sheltered expanse of stone crags and outcroppings, Patji’s version of a beach. Kokerlii fluttered off, chirping and calling as he flew toward the trees.


			Dusk immediately glanced back at the waters. No shadows. Still, he felt naked as he hopped out of the canoe and pulled it up onto the rocks, warm water washing against his legs. Sak remained in her place on Dusk’s shoulder.


			Nearby in the surf, Dusk saw a corpse bobbing in the water.


			Beginning your visions early, my friend? he thought, glancing at Sak. The Aviar usually waited until they’d fully landed before bestowing her blessing.


			The black-feathered bird just watched the waves.


			Dusk continued his work. The body he saw in the surf was his own. It told him to avoid that section of water. Perhaps there was a spiny anemone that would have pricked him, or perhaps a deceptive undercurrent lay in wait. Sak’s visions did not show such detail; they gave only warning.


			Dusk got the boat out of the water, then detached the floats and tied them more securely onto the main part of the canoe. He worked the vessel carefully up the shore—mindful not to scrape the hull on sharp rocks—to hide it in the jungle. If another trapper discovered it, Dusk would be stranded on the island for several extra weeks preparing his spare. That would—


			He stopped when his heel struck something soft as he backed up the shore. He glanced down, expecting a pile of seaweed. Instead he found a damp piece of cloth. A shirt? Dusk held it up, then noticed other, more subtle signs. Broken lengths of sanded wood. Bits of paper floating in an eddy.


			Those fools, he thought.


			As he reached the tree line, he caught sight of his corpse hanging from a tree nearby. Those were cutaway vines lurking in the fernlike treetop. Sak squawked softly on his shoulder as Dusk hefted a large stone from the beach, then tossed it at the tree. It thumped against the wood, and sure enough, the vines dropped like a net, full of stinging barbs.
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			They would take a few hours to retract. Dusk pulled his canoe over and hid it in the underbrush near the tree. Hopefully, other trappers would be smart enough to stay away from the cutaway vines.


			Before placing the final camouflaging fronds, Dusk pulled out his pack. Though the centuries had changed a trapper’s duties very little, the modern world did offer its benefits. Instead of a simple wrap that left his legs and chest exposed, he wore thick trousers with pockets on the legs. He accompanied them with a buttoned shirt to protect his skin against sharp branches and leaves. Instead of sandals, Dusk tied on sturdy boots, and instead of a tooth-lined club, he bore a machete of the finest steel. His pack contained luxuries like a steel-hooked rope, a lantern, and a fire starter that created sparks simply by pressing the two handles together.


			He looked very little like the trappers in the paintings. He didn’t mind. He’d rather stay alive.


			Dusk left the canoe, shouldering his pack, machete sheathed at his side. Sak moved to his other shoulder. Before leaving the beach, Dusk paused, looking up at his corpse—faintly translucent—still hanging from unseen vines by the tree.


			Could he really have ever been foolish enough to be caught by cutaway vines? Near as he could tell, Sak only showed him plausible deaths. He liked to think that most were fairly unlikely—a vision of what could have happened if he’d been careless, or if his uncle’s training hadn’t been so extensive.


			Once, Dusk had stayed away from any place where he saw his corpse. It wasn’t bravery that drove him to do the opposite now. He just…needed to confront the possibilities. He needed to be able to walk away from this beach knowing that he could still deal with cutaway vines. If he avoided danger, he would soon lose his skills. He could not rely on Sak too much.


			For Patji would try on every possible occasion to kill him.


			Dusk turned and trudged across the rocks along the coast. Doing so went against his instincts—he normally wanted to get inland as soon as possible. Unfortunately, he could not leave without investigating the debris he had seen earlier. He had a strong suspicion of where he would find its source.


			He gave a whistle, and Kokerlii trilled above, flapping out of a tree nearby and winging over the beach. With the Aviar that far away, the protections would not be as strong. But the beasts that hunted minds on the island were not as large or as strong of psyche as the shadows of the ocean. Dusk and Sak would be invisible to them, even with Kokerlii flying about.


			About a half hour up the coast, Dusk found the remnants of a large camp. Broken boxes, fraying ropes lying half submerged in tidal pools, ripped canvas, shattered pieces of wood that might once have been walls. Kokerlii landed on a broken pole.


			There were no signs of his corpse nearby. That could mean that the area wasn’t immediately dangerous; it could also mean that whatever might kill him here would swallow the corpse whole, so Dusk trod lightly on wet stones at the edge of the broken campsite.


			No. This was larger than a campsite. Dusk ran his fingers over a broken chunk of wood stenciled with the words Northern Interests Trading Company. A powerful mercantile force from his homeland.


			He had told them. He had told them. Do not come to Patji. Fools. And they had camped here on the beach itself! Was nobody in that company capable of listening? He stopped beside a group of gouges in the rocks, each as wide as his upper arm, running some ten paces long. They led toward the ocean.


			Shadow, he thought. One of the deep beasts. His uncle had spoken of seeing one once. An enormous…something that had exploded up from the depths. It had killed a dozen nell beasts that had been chewing on oceanside weeds, then had retreated into the waters with its feast.


			Dusk shivered, imagining this camp on the rocks, bustling with men unpacking boxes, preparing to build the fort they had described to him. But where was their ship? The great steam-powered vessel with an iron hull they claimed could rebuff the attacks of even the deepest shadows? Did it now defend the ocean bottom, a home for slimfish and octopuses?


			There were no survivors—nor even any corpses—that Dusk could see. The shadow must have consumed them. He pulled back to the slightly safer locale of the jungle’s edge, then scanned the foliage, looking for signs that people had passed this way. The attack was recent, within the last day or so.


			He absently gave Sak a seed from his pocket as he located a series of broken fronds leading into the jungle. So there were survivors. Maybe as many as a half dozen. They had each chosen to go in different directions in a hurry, running from the attack.


			Dusk shook his head. Running through the jungle was a good way to get dead. These company types thought themselves rugged and prepared. They were wrong. He’d spoken to a number of them, trying to persuade as many of their “trappers” as possible to abandon the voyage.


			It had done no good. He wanted to blame the visits of the Ones Above for causing this foolish striving for progress, but the truth was the companies had been talking of outposts on the Pantheon for years.


			Dusk sighed. Well, these survivors were likely dead now. He should leave them to their fates.


			Except…the thought of it—outsiders on Patji—made him shiver with something that mixed disgust and anxiety. They were here. It was wrong. These islands were sacred, the trappers their priests. And so, he moved beneath the dark canopy, this time trapping not birds, but humans.
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Chapter Five




			Dusk went down to the subway.


			A new place, with new technology—the type they’d developed on their own, not as gifts from the Ones Above. They’d begun digging their first subway just before the Ones Above had first appeared in the sky. He felt proud of that, as it proved the Eelakin weren’t incapable; they were simply new to all of this.


			He passed the Aviar roost along the wall, where birds could wait and chatter—and make droppings in an appropriate place. Sak didn’t need to go, apparently, because she clung to his arm when he tried to offer her to the roost.


			She’d been extra clingy since Kokerlii’s passing. He didn’t blame her. He felt the same way.


			He’d hoped for a sense of comfort here beneath the ground—a place that proved that progress was doing so much for his people. Instead he felt…exhausted. Tired in a way that had never happened on Patji, when he’d been a trapper. There, you always needed to be alert. Here, nothing seemed to matter.


			Why should that make him more tired? It felt backward. He shook his head, and waited on the platform with everyone else. Down here, unlike in the park, nobody recognized him. Here, he was just another person from the city, and city folk kept to themselves. He liked that about them.


			His corpse appeared on the tracks.


			Dusk paused, cocking his head. Yes, that was his corpse—something he hadn’t seen in what felt like ages. He glanced at Sak. Why was she showing him this now? Was this…a strange way of trying to cheer him up? She chirped. Alert, feathers sticking up. No, this was a warning. His life was legitimately in danger, for the first time in years.


			He found that invigorating.


			Dusk glanced around, searching the crowd on the platform. There. That man worming toward him, with the scraggly beard and the twitching arms. Dusk stepped away from the man, back toward the wall of the platform.


			The man scurried away, and Dusk’s corpse vanished from the tracks. Dusk scratched Sak’s neck in thanks, but then eyed the scraggly man, who was moving farther along the platform. The train was coming. He was inching toward someone else. Was he really just going to push?


			Without further thought, Dusk dashed across the platform. The train’s horn echoed and vibrated the room, and the scraggly man lunged toward a woman on the edge of the platform. Dusk arrived first, seizing the scraggly man by the arm.


			The woman, leaning to look at the coming train, didn’t notice what was happening behind her. Dusk tightly gripped the scraggly man, who…had a star tattooed on his arm?


			A falling star?


			Coincidence, Dusk thought. It was a popular symbol, considering how it had led Cakoban to these islands. Yet it still stunned Dusk, following the conversation with Frond. As the train pulled slowly to a stop, belching steam, the scraggly man took advantage of Dusk’s momentary confusion. The man pulled free, then ran toward the steps.


			Dusk smiled.


			Never give a trapper something to chase.


			The man barely made it to the top of the steps before Dusk—dodging around confused and nervous people—tackled him. The man screamed, claiming he was being assaulted. The police arrived, and they had experience—unfortunately—with unemployed trappers. Many of Dusk’s fellows were…problems now that their lives had been upended—a situation for which Dusk was partially responsible.


			As the police pulled him away, Dusk didn’t try to explain. The police didn’t like to listen to trappers. And besides, once they realized who he was, they’d call Vathi.


			She was president of the First Company now, but when Dusk had met her, she’d been hanging upside down.
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Chapter Six


			Five Years Ago




			Dusk froze in the underbrush. What was that rustling? He whipped his machete about, leveling it, while reaching into his pocket for his sling. It was not a refugee who emerged from the bushes just ahead, though, or even a predator. A group of small, mouselike creatures crawled out, sniffing the air. Sak squawked. She had never liked meekers.


			Let them through, Dusk commanded Kokerlii. A moment later, he could feel the minds of the meekers.


			Food? the three little animals sent to Dusk. Food?


			It was the most rudimentary of thoughts, projected directly into his mind. He sent back calmness, and fished out some dried meat for the meekers. As they huddled around it, sending him gratitude, he saw their sharp teeth and the single pointed fang at the front. One bite was enough to kill, but over the centuries, the little creatures had grown accustomed to trappers, practically tame.


			They had minds beyond those of dull animals. Almost he found them as intelligent as the Aviar. You remember? he sent them through thoughts. You remember your task?


			Others, they sent back gleefully. Bite others!


			Dusk figured that maybe with some training, the meekers could provide an unexpected surprise for one of his rivals. Not wanting to pass up the opportunity, he got a few long, bright green and red feathers from his pack. They were mating plumes, which he’d taken from Kokerlii during the Aviar’s most recent molting.


			He moved farther into the jungle, meekers following with excitement. Once he neared their den, he stuck the mating plumes into some branches, as if they had fallen there naturally. A passing trapper might see the plumes and assume that Aviar had a nest nearby, fresh with eggs for the plunder. That would draw them.


			Bite others, Dusk instructed again.


			Bite others! they replied.


			He gave them more food. Then he hesitated, thoughtful. Had they perhaps seen something from the company wreck? Have you seen any others? Dusk sent them. Recently? In the jungle?


			Bite others! came the reply.


			They were intelligent…but not that intelligent. Dusk bade the animals farewell and struck inland, continuing to follow one of the refugee trails. He chose the one that looked as if it would pass uncomfortably close to one of his own safecamps, deep within the jungle. It was hotter here beneath the jungle’s canopy, despite the shade. Comfortably sweltering. Kokerlii joined him, winging ahead to a branch where a few lesser Aviar sat chirping. Kokerlii towered over them, but sang at them with enthusiasm.


			They ignored him. An Aviar raised around humans never quite fit back in among their own kind. The same could be said of a man raised around Aviar.


			Dusk expected to stumble over the refugee’s corpse at any moment. He did not, though his own dead body occasionally appeared along the path. He saw it lying half eaten in the mud or tucked away in a fallen log with only the foot showing. He could never grow too complacent with Sak on his shoulder, giving constant reminders of how Patji treated the unwary.


			He fell into the familiar, but not comfortable, lope of a Pantheon trapper. Alert, wary, careful not to brush leaves that could carry biting insects. Cutting with the machete only when necessary, lest he leave a trail another could follow. Listening, aware of his Aviar at all times, never outstripping Kokerlii or letting him drift too far ahead.


			The refugee did not fall to the common dangers of the island—he cut across game trails, rather than following them. The surest way to encounter predators was to fall in with their food. The refugee did not know how to mask his trail, but neither did he blunder into the nest of firesnap lizards, or brush the deathweed bark, or step into the patch of hungry mud.


			Was this another trapper, perhaps? A youthful one, not fully trained? That seemed something the company would try. Experienced trappers were beyond recruitment; none would be foolish enough to guide a group of clerks and merchants around Patji. But a youth, who had not yet chosen his island? A youth who, perhaps, resented being required to practice only on Sori until his mentor determined his apprenticeship complete? Dusk had felt that way in his youth.


			So the company had hired itself a real trapper at last. That would explain why they had grown so bold as to finally organize their expedition. But Patji himself? he thought, kneeling beside the bank of a small stream. It had no name, but it was familiar to him. Why would they come here?


			The answer was simple. They were merchants. The biggest, to them, would be the best. Why waste time on lesser islands? Why not come for the Father himself?


			Above, Kokerlii landed on a branch and began pecking at a fruit. The refugee had stopped by this river. Judging by the depth the boy’s footprints had sunk in the mud, Dusk could imagine his weight and height. Sixteen? Maybe younger? Trappers apprenticed at ten, but Dusk could not imagine even this company trying to recruit one so ill trained.


			Two hours gone, Dusk thought, turning a broken stem and smelling the sap. The boy’s path continued toward Dusk’s safecamp. How? Dusk had never spoken of it to anyone. Perhaps this youth was apprenticing under one of the other trappers who visited Patji. One of them could have found his safecamp and mentioned it.


			Dusk frowned, considering. In fifteen years on Patji, he had seen another trapper in person only a handful of times. On each occasion, they had both turned and gone a different direction without saying a word. It was the way of such things. They would try to kill one another, but they didn’t do it in person. Better to let Patji claim rivals than to directly stain one’s hands. At least, so his uncle had taught him.


			Sometimes, Dusk found himself frustrated by that. Patji would get them all eventually. Why help the Father do so? He didn’t want to kill other trappers. Still, it was the way of things—and regardless, this refugee was making directly for Dusk’s safecamp. Perhaps he was seeking help, afraid to go to one of his master’s safecamps for fear of punishment. Or…


			No, best to avoid pondering it. Dusk already had a mind full of conjectures. He would find what he would find. He started away from the stream, and as he did so, his corpse appeared suddenly before him.


			He hopped forward, then spun backward, hearing a faint hiss. The distinctive sound was made by air escaping from a small break in the ground, followed by a flood of tiny black insects, each as small as a pinhead. A new deathant hive? If he’d stood there a little longer, disturbing their hidden nest, they would have flooded up around his boot. One bite, and he’d be dead.


			He stared at that pool of scrambling insects longer than he should have. They pulled back into their nest, finding no prey, though a few remained to climb up onto nearby plants. Sometimes a small bulge in the forest floor announced their location, or perhaps you could spot their scouts on leaves, but today he had seen nothing. Only Sak’s vision had saved him.


			Such was life on Patji. Even the most careful trapper could make a mistake. Patji was a domineering, vengeful parent who sought the blood of all who landed on his shores.


			Sak chirped on his shoulder. Dusk rubbed her neck in thanks, though her chirp sounded apologetic. The warning had come almost too late. Dusk shoved down those itching questions he should not be thinking—about why Patji was so terrible—and continued on his way, noting the hive-scorpion burrow to the side that he’d marked months ago.


			He finally approached his safecamp as evening settled upon the island. Two of his tripwires had been cut, disarming them. That was not surprising; those were meant to be obvious. Dusk crept past another deathant nest in the ground—this larger one had a permanent crack as an opening, but the rift had been stoppered with a smoldering twig. Beyond it, the nightwind fungi that Dusk had spent years cultivating here had been smothered in water to keep the spores from escaping. The next two tripwires—the ones not intended to be obvious—had also been cut.


			Nice work, kid, Dusk thought. The boy hadn’t simply avoided the traps, but disarmed them, in case he needed to flee quickly back this direction. However, someone really needed to teach the boy how to move without being trackable. Though…perhaps those tracks were a trap unto themselves—an attempt to make Dusk himself careless. And so, he was extra careful as he edged forward…


			Something moved in the canopy. Dusk hesitated, squinting. A woman hung from the tree branches above, trapped in a net made of jellywire vines—they left someone numb, unable to move. So one of his traps had worked.


			“Um, hello?” she said.


			A woman, Dusk thought, suddenly feeling stupid. The smaller footprint, lighter step…


			“I want to make it perfectly clear,” the woman said, “I have no intention of stealing your birds or infringing upon your territory.”


			Father. His day had just gotten so, so much worse.


			Dusk stepped closer in the dimming light. He recognized this woman. She was one of the clerks who had been at his meetings with the company.


			“You cut my tripwires,” Dusk said. Words felt odd in his mouth, and they came out ragged, as if he’d swallowed handfuls of dust. The result of weeks without speaking.


			“Er, yes, I did. I assumed you could replace them.” She hesitated. “Sorry?”


			Dusk settled back, squatting, considering. The woman rotated slowly in her net, and he noticed an Aviar clinging to the outside—like his own birds, it was about as tall as three fists atop one another, though this one had subdued white and green plumage. A streamer, which was a breed that did not live on Patji. He did not know much about them, other than the fact that like Kokerlii, they protected the mind from predators.


			The setting sun cast long shadows, the sky darkening. Soon he would need to hunker down for the night, for darkness brought out the island’s most dangerous of predators.


			“I promise,” the woman said from within her bindings. What was her name? He believed it had been told to him, but he could not recall. Something untraditional. “I really don’t want to steal from you. You remember me, don’t you? We met back in the company halls?”


			He gave no reply.


			“Please,” she said. “I’d really rather not be hung by my ankles from a tree, slathered with blood to attract predators. If it’s all the same to you.”


			“You are not a trapper.”


			“Well, no,” she said. “You may have noticed my gender.”


			“There have been female trappers.”


			“One. One female trapper, Yaalani the Brave. I’ve heard her story a hundred times from the loremothers. She dressed as a man in order to trap, and was successful, but I’m half convinced that such stories exist so that parents can tell their daughters, ‘You are not Yaalani.’”


			This woman spoke. A lot. People did that back on the homeisles. The slight accent to her voice…he had heard it more and more when visiting. It was the accent of one who was educated.


			“Can I get down?” she asked, voice bearing a faint tremor. “I cannot feel my hands. It is…unsettling.”


			“What is your name?” Dusk asked. “I have forgotten it.” This was too much speaking. It hurt his ears. This place was supposed to be soft.


			“Vathi.”


			That’s right. It was an improper name. Neither a name of one of the ancients, nor a reference to her birth order. He walked over and took the rope from the nearby tree, then lowered the net. The woman’s Aviar flapped down, screeching in annoyance, favoring one wing, obviously wounded. Vathi hit the ground, a bundle of dark curls and green linen skirts. She stumbled to her feet, but fell back down again. Her skin would be numb for some fifteen minutes from the vines.


			She sat there and wagged her hands, as if to shake out the numbness. “So…uh, no ankles and blood?”


			“That is a story parents tell to children,” Dusk said. “It is not something we actually do.”


			“Oh.”


			“If you had been another trapper, I would have watched until you died, rather than leaving and hoping for a predator to finish you. You might have escaped to avenge yourself upon me.” He walked over to her Aviar, which opened its beak in a hissing posture, raising both wings to appear bigger than it was. Sak chirped from his shoulder, but this bird didn’t seem to care.


			Yes, one wing was bloody. Vathi knew enough to care for the bird, however. She had pulled out the feathers near the wound, including a blood feather. She’d wrapped the wound with gauze. That wing didn’t look good, though. Might be a fracture. He’d want to wrap both wings, prevent the creature from flying.


			“Oh, Mirris,” Vathi said, finally finding her feet. “I tried to help her. We fell, you see, when the monster—”


			“Pick her up,” Dusk said, checking the sky. “Follow. Step where I step.”


			Vathi nodded, not complaining, though her numbness would not have passed yet. She collected a small pack from the vines and straightened her skirts. She wore a tight vest above them, and the pack had some kind of metal tube sticking out of it. A map case? She fetched her Aviar, who huddled on her shoulder.


			As Dusk led the way around a hive of masher wasps, she followed, and she did not attempt to attack him when his back was turned. Good. Darkness was coming upon them, but his safecamp was just ahead, and he knew by heart the steps to approach. As they walked, Kokerlii fluttered down and landed on the woman’s other shoulder, then began chirping.


			Dusk stopped, turning. The woman’s own Aviar moved down her vest away from Kokerlii to cling near her bodice. The bird hissed softly, but Kokerlii—oblivious, as usual—continued to chirp happily. It was fortunate his breed was so mind-invisible that even deathants would consider him no more edible than a piece of bark. Because he’d likely try to befriend them.


			“Is this…” Vathi said, looking to Dusk. “Yours…but of course. The one on your shoulder is not Aviar.”


			Sak settled back, puffing up her feathers. No, her species was not Aviar.


			Dusk continued to lead the way.
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Chapter Seven


			At the police office, Dusk found his seat. The same one he’d been in…what, a dozen times now? Maybe they should put his name on it.


			The officers, to their credit, knew he wasn’t an actual threat. They let him sit like a child sent to the corner while they called the president’s office. Vathi’s office.


			That woman Dusk had found hanging upside down…well, she was kind of a big deal these days. He anticipated the call, hoping he’d be able to speak with her directly, rather than one of her many attendants. While he waited, he felt…


			Old.


			Not aged. In his early forties, he didn’t yet have some of the ailments he’d heard the elderly complain about. Maybe he was a tad stiff in the mornings, but that was it.


			But he felt old. Old like a horse-drawn carriage. Old like cobblestones in a city full of cement. Old like a handwritten letter when everyone was learning to type.


			He had a stipend directly from the government. He could go where he wanted, do what he wanted. He needed nothing.


			Except a purpose. Other than to sit in a jar and be shown to children.


			Patji send that Frond was right. That Vathi might let him be part of things again. He legitimately had no idea if he could help, but perhaps…


			An officer arrived with a phone for him, wired to the wall. Dusk breathed deeply, then answered it.


			“Dusk?” It was her voice.


			“Yes,” he replied.


			“Oh, Dusk,” she said. “Not today. What is it this time? Have you been brawling again?”


			“Strange man on the subway,” he said. “Tried to push a woman onto the tracks. I stopped him.”


			“What?” Vathi said. She hesitated. “Really?”


			“Sak confirmed it with a corpse.”


			“Father!” she said. “Why didn’t you tell the police that?”


			He could have. But then he wouldn’t have gotten to talk to her.


			“You’re bored, I suppose,” she said. Then she paused. “That didn’t sound like a question, but it’s the sort of statement that implies it wants a response.”


			“Oh. Thank you. Yes, I am.”


			She was silent on the other end of the line. He held his breath.


			“You think,” she finally said, “you could come give me your gut reaction to something?”


			He let out a long breath. Seemed like he was forgiven. Really, he should have known better than to punch a senator. Important people had underlings you punched on their behalf, and he should have found one of those.


			“I would love to help,” he said. “What is it?”


			“The Ones Above are coming down in person today,” she said, “for more talks. You want to see what they look like, tell me what you think they actually want from us?”


			Well look at that. He should cause problems more often.


			“Where do you want me?” he asked.


			“I’ll send a car.”









			Half an hour later, Dusk climbed out of the car in front of the government offices, and was met by Second of the Soil, one of Vathi’s more trusted advisors and a fairly high member in the government himself. An important man, even if he did let his Aviar ride on his head.


			“You again,” Soil said. “We’re having important talks with the Ones Above…and she sends me out to fetch you?”


			Dusk walked up beside him, glanced at his bird, then continued on.


			Soil caught up on lanky legs. “Tell me really. Why does she invite you to meetings? I thought, after that last incident, it was through. Yet here you are again?”


			“She hopes I will offer a different perspective.”


			“What kind of perspective would you possibly have?”


			“The kind,” Dusk said, “of one who looks in from yesterday. Where are they?”


			“The talks are mostly finished,” Soil said, pointing Dusk in the right direction, “but the observation room, which looks out on their ship, is over here. We should be able to catch them leaving.” He paused. “They’ve said they’ll remove their helmets and greet Vathi face-to-face for the first time before they go.”


			Well. That should be interesting. Dusk hastened his step, and Soil reluctantly handed him something Vathi had sent. Some transcriptions of the talks that day, as typed by the stenographer. He really was forgiven.


			Her handwritten note at the bottom said, I’m sorry.


			He read quickly as they reached the observation room. Inside, a group of generals, kingmakers, chiefs, and senators waited. They uniformly gave him nasty glares.


			He didn’t care. He read the notes, and realized what was happening. Vathi and the others were close to giving in. The Ones Above were finally winning.


			He read that with a sinking sense of loss. However, he didn’t have time to consider further as a group of people entered the courtyard beyond the observation room—including Vathi and two alien figures in strange clothing and helmets that covered their entire faces. They walked toward a small, silvery ship waiting in the center of the courtyard.


			Not the main ship, which was high in the sky. This little one ferried people, like a fancy canoe. Dusk pressed against the glass. This chamber was supposed to be secret, with reflective glass on the outside, but he didn’t trust that. The Ones Above had machines that could sense life. He suspected they could see him—or at least his Aviar—regardless of the barrier.


			He considered demanding to join Vathi and the diplomats on the landing platform, but he supposed he should avoid making trouble so soon after being invited back in. So he stood, waiting, watching as the aliens pushed buttons and retracted their helmets, revealing their faces.


			So he was there when, for the first time, they realized the truth. The Ones Above were human.


			The officials gathered in the room with him gasped as they saw the faces. One male, one female, with strangely pale skin. Perhaps this was what happened when people never saw the sun, living in the emptiness between planets. What were those odd pieces of metal stuck to their cheeks? Ribbed, like ripples of waves, those didn’t seem like armor. More ornamental.


			Sak squawked softly. Dusk glanced at the jet-black bird, then around the room, seeking signs of his corpse. She squawked again, and it took him another moment to spot the death—it had appeared out on the launchpad. One of the two aliens stood with her foot on Dusk’s skull, his face smoldering as if burned by some terrible alien weapon.


			What did it mean?


			Sak chirped, soft, and he felt something. This…was a different kind of vision, wasn’t it? Not an immediate danger—but something more abstract. The Ones Above were unlikely to kill him today, but that did not mean they were safe or trustworthy.


			He nodded in thanks for her warning.


			“Toward a new era of prosperity,” one of the Ones Above said, extending a hand to Vathi, who stood at the head of the diplomats. His voice emerged from the speakers on the walls—devices developed using alien technology. “We show you ourselves now, because it is time for the masks to be down. We look forward to many fruitful exchanges between our peoples and yours, President.”


			Vathi took the hand, though Dusk—personally—would rather have handled a deadly asp. It seemed worse to him, somehow, that the Ones Above were human. An alien monster, with features like something from the deepest part of the ocean, would be more understandable than these smiling humans.


			Familiar features should not cover such alien motives and ideas.


			“To prosperity,” Vathi said.


			“It is good,” the second alien said, speaking the language of the Eelakin as easily as if she had been born to it, “that you are finally listening to reason. Our masters do not have infinite patience.”


			“We are accustomed to impatient masters,” Vathi said, her voice smooth and confident. “We have survived their tests for millennia.”


			The male laughed. “Your masters, the gods who are islands?”


			“Just be ready to accept our installation when we return, yes?” the female said. “No deception.” She tapped her helmet, which extended again, obscuring her features. The male did the same, and together they left, climbing aboard their sleek flying machine—a triangle pointed toward the sky.


			It soon took off, streaking through the air without a sound. Its ability to fly baffled explanation; the only thing Dusk’s people knew about the process was that the Ones Above had requested the courtyard launchpad be made entirely of steel.


			Dusk was barely accustomed to steam-powered ships, but today he felt extra strongly the calm glow of electric lights. The hum of a fan powered by alien energy. The Ones Above had technology so advanced, so incredible, that Dusk and his people might as well have been traveling by canoe like their ancestors. They were far closer to those days than they were to sailing the stars like these aliens.


			As soon as the alien ship disappeared into the sky, the generals, chiefs, senators, and First Company officials began chatting in animated ways. It was their favorite thing, talking. Like Aviar come home to roost by light of the evening sun, eager to tell the others about the worms they had eaten.


			Sak pecked at the band that kept Dusk’s greying hair in a tail. She wanted to hide—though she was no chick, capable of snuggling in his hair as she once had. She was as big as his head, and though he was comfortable and accustomed to her weight, he wore a shoulder pad her claws could grip without hurting him.


			He lifted his hand and crooked his index finger, inviting her to stretch out her neck for a scratching. She did so, but he made a wrong move and she squawked at him, then pecked his finger in annoyance. She got like this when she saw Vathi. Not because Sak disliked the woman, but because Kokerlii had liked her so much, so seeing her reminded them of him.


			“I can’t bring him back,” Dusk whispered. “I’m sorry.”


			It had been two years since the disease, which had claimed so many Aviar. He worried that without that colorful buffoon around to chatter and stick his beak into trouble, the two of them had grown old and surly.


			Sak had nearly died of the same disease. But then alien medicine from the Ones Above had arrived. The terrible Aviar plague—like those that had occasionally ravaged the population in the past—had been smothered in weeks. Gone, wiped out. Easy as tying a double half hitch.


			Dusk ignored the human chattering, eventually coaxing Sak into a head scratch as they waited. He very carefully did not punch anyone, though he did watch them. Father… Everything about his new life—in the modern city, full of machines and people with clothing as colorful as any plumage—seemed so…sanitized.


			Not clean. Steam machines weren’t clean. Even the new gas machines felt dirty. So no, not clean, but fabricated, deliberate, confined. This room, with its smooth woods and steel beams, was an example. Here, nature was restricted to an armrest, where even the grain of the wood was oriented to be aesthetically pleasing.


			She agreed. It’s over. No more negotiating.


			With the full arrival of the Ones Above, he doubted there would be any wilderness left on the planet. Parks, perhaps. Preserves, like the one he’d just left. Unfortunately, he’d learned that you couldn’t put wilderness in a box any more than you could capture the wind. You could enclose the air, but it wasn’t the same thing.


			Soon, Vathi entered the observation room, Mirris on her shoulder. President of the First Company—which had once been the Northern Interests Trading Company. According to the way of the homeisles, it had made a public bid to take over government administration, and—after a yearlong campaign—had been elected to that duty by the people. Vathi, in turn, had been appointed its leader. An enormous accomplishment to achieve in the five years since she’d been a clerk. A high-ranking one, granted, but still.


			She wore a colorful striped skirt of an old Eelakin pattern and a businesslike blouse and jacket. As always, she tried to embrace a meeting of old ways and new. Dusk wasn’t sure you could capture tradition by putting its trappings on a skirt, no more than you could box in the wind, but he…appreciated the effort. She was one of the few who did try, among important officials from the various companies.


			“Well?” Vathi said to the group. “We’ve got two months.”


			Two months? Dusk quickly reread the meeting transcript and found a nugget. She’d agreed provisionally to their demands to trade Aviar. Nothing was signed yet. The Ones Above would return in two months to collect the chicks.


			Frond’s words lingered with him. There was time yet to do something. But what?


			“They’re not,” Vathi said, “going to stand any further delays. Thoughts?”


			“We should prepare for the inevitable,” said one general. “We’ve insisted they give us weapons as part of the deal. It is the best we can do.”


			Others nodded, though they shied away from Dusk as they did so. He had punched the senator because they’d insisted it was time to give in to the Ones Above. It seemed, in Dusk’s absence, that others had begun to agree.


			“Let’s say we wanted to try to stall further,” Vathi said. “Any ideas?”


			There were a few. One suggested they feign ignorance of the deadline, or plausibly pretend that something had gone wrong with the Aviar delivery. Silly little plans. The Ones Above would not fall for that, and they would not simply trade for birds. According to the transcripts, they intended to put a production plant right on one of the outer isles to raise and ship their own Aviar.


			“Maybe we fake a coup,” said Tuli, Second Company strategist, who had a colorful Aviar of Kokerlii’s same breed. “Overthrow your government. Force the Ones Above to deal with a new organization. Reset the talks?”


			A bold idea. Far more radical than others.


			“And if they decide to take us over?” said General Second of Saplings, rapping one hand on a stack of papers he held in the other. “We can’t fight them. If the mathematicians are right, their orbital ships could reduce our grandest cities to rubble with a casual shot or two. If the Ones Above are feeling bored, they could wipe us out in a dozen more interesting ways—like shooting into the ocean so the waves wash away our infrastructure.”


			“They won’t attack,” Vathi said. “Eight years or more, and they’ve suffered our delays with nothing more than threats. There are rules out there, in space, that prevent them from simply conquering us.”


			“They’ve already conquered us,” Dusk said softly.


			Strange, how quickly the others quieted when he spoke. They complained about his presence in these meetings. They thought him a wild man, lacking social graces. They claimed to hate how he watched them, refusing to engage in conversation.


			But when he spoke, they grew quiet. Words had their own economics, as sure as precious metals did. The ones in short supply were the ones that, secretly, everyone wanted.


			“Dusk?” Vathi said. “What did you say?”


			“We are conquered,” he said, turning from the window to regard her. She didn’t just grow quiet when he spoke. She listened. “The plague that took Kokerlii. How long did they sit in their ship up there, watching as our Aviar died?”


			“They didn’t have the medicine on hand,” said Third of Waves, the First Company medical vice president—a squat man with a bright red Aviar that let him see colors invisible to everyone else. “They had to fetch it.”


			Dusk remained quiet.


			“You imply,” Vathi said, “that they deliberately delayed giving us the medicine until Aviar had died. What proof do you have?”


			“The blackout last month,” Dusk said.


			The Ones Above were quick to share their more common technologies. Lights that burned cold and true, fans that circulated air in the muggy homeisle summers, ships that moved at several times the speed of steam-powered ones. But all of these ran on power sources supplied from above—which deactivated if opened.


			“Their fish farms are a boon to our oceans,” said the First Company vice president of supply. “But without the nutrients sold by those above, we can’t keep the farms running.”


			“The medicine is invaluable,” said Third of Waves. “Infant mortality has plummeted. Literally thousands of our people live because of what the Ones Above have traded us.”


			“When they were late with the power shipment last month,” Dusk said, “the city slowed to a crawl. And we know that was intentional, from the accidentally leaked comments. They wanted to reinforce to us their control. They will do it again.”


			Everyone fell silent, thinking—as he wished they’d do more often. Sak squawked again, and Dusk glanced at the launchpad. His corpse was still out there, lying where the Ones Above had left. Burned and withered.


			“Show in the other alien,” Vathi said to the guards.


			Other alien.


			What?


			The two men at the door, with security Aviar on their shoulders and feathers on their military caps, stepped out of the room. They returned shortly with an incredibly strange figure. The Ones Above wore uniforms and helmets—unfamiliar clothing, but still recognizable.


			This creature stood seven feet tall, and was encased entirely in steel. Armor, thick and bulky, with smooth, rounded edges—and a smoky grey light glowing at the joints. The helmet likewise glowed from a slit-like visor that appeared to have glass behind it. An arcane symbol—reminding Dusk vaguely of a bird in flight—was etched into the front of the breastplate.


			The ground shook beneath this being’s steps as it entered the room. That armor…it was surreal, like interlocking plates with no visible seam. Just layered pieces of metal, covering everything from fingers to neck. Obviously airtight, the outfit had stiff iron hoses connecting helmet and armor. The other aliens might have looked human, but Dusk was certain this was something frightful. It was too tall, too imposing, to be human. Perhaps he was not looking at a man at all—but instead a machine that spoke as one.


			“You did not tell them you have met me?” the alien said, projecting a male voice from speakers at the front of the helmet. The deep voice had a peculiar cast to it. Not an accent, like someone from a backwater isle, but still a kind of…unnatural air.


			“No,” Vathi said. “But you were right. They ignored each of my proposals, and acted as if the deal were already done. They intend to set up their facility here.”


			“They intend far more than you know,” the stranger said. “Tell me. Is there a place on your planet where people vanish unexpectedly? A place, perhaps, where an odd pool collects something that is not quite water?”


			Dusk felt a chill. He did his best not to show how much those words disturbed him.


			“You have only one gem with which to bargain, people of the isles,” the alien said, “and that is your loyalty. You cannot withhold it; you can merely determine to whom you offer it. If you do not accept my protection, you will become a vassal of the Scadrians, these ‘Ones Above.’ Your planet will become a farming station, like many others, used to feed their expansion efforts. Your birds will be stripped from you the moment it becomes possible to do so.”


			“And you offer something better?” Vathi asked.


			“My people will give you back one out of a hundred birds born,” the armored alien said, “and will allow you to fight alongside us, if you wish, to gain status and elevation.”


			“One in a hundred?” Second of Saplings said, the outburst unsettling his grey-and-brown Aviar. “Robbery!”


			“Choose,” the alien said. “Cooperation, slavery, or death.”


			“And if I choose not to be bullied?” Saplings snapped, reaching—perhaps unconsciously—for the repeating pistol he carried in a holster at his side.


			The alien thrust out his armored hand, and smoke—or mist—coalesced there out of nowhere. It formed into a gun, longer than a pistol, shorter than a rifle. Wicked in shape, with flowing metal along the sides like wings, it was to Saplings’s pistol what a shadowy deep beast of the ocean was to a minnow. The alien raised his other hand, snapping a small box—perhaps a power supply—to the side of the rifle, causing it to glow ominously.
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