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The Test

Tali stood knee deep in the cold sea water and jabbed a pointed stick at the small fish. She missed. The fish vanished into the seaweed and deeper water. She’d have to scrape urchins and mussels from the rocks with her knife for dinner again tonight. At least she didn’t have to catch them, tired as she was of their taste. She’d eaten little else for the last two tide cycles and needed to survive two more. Until the moons changed.

Stepping onto a boulder, she carefully moved out of the water and up onto the rocky beach littered with tide pools. Her leg ached and was swelling, from a stab wound by a puncture fish two days ago. The sore had turned ugly, black and smelly.

Tali wished she’d paid more attention when Diassa had taught the children about healing plants. But she hadn’t. Now it was too late to ask for help. The rest of the village wouldn’t come back above water for two more cycles.

She’ have to deal with this alone, which was the whole point of the Test, or else she’d fail like her sister. She still missed Lia’s laughter.

She pulled several different types of seaweed off the rocks and wrapped them around her calf, hoping one of them would be the right kind.

Her stomach rumbled, but she had no appetite for urchins or mussels. She felt hot and sweaty out on the rocks. She was used to being underwater, where it was cool and dark. She loved the winter best, when the village lived underwater. That’s when the stories were given.

The long summer was coming fast. The whole village would be exposed until winter brought the sea up again. The village would bustle with a flurry of smelting metals, weaving, firing pots and growing food, until seawater flooded it and they would live underwater, protected from the harsh winter and the predators.

Tali limped away from the water, up to the grassy meadow and lay down beneath a tree, scratching her itchy gills. She rubbed dirt on her bare head, trying to cool, the blistering skin. She slept, feeling cooler out of the sun.

Tali thought she might have roused a couple of times, hot and sweaty, but perhaps it was a dream.

When she finally did wake, there was cool seaweed on her forehead and her entire leg throbbed. She groggily looked down to see it smothered with a white paste. Fire blazed in the darkness and a man stood in front of it, roasting something.
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