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PART ONE: TRIAL
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-76th day of the First Solstice of the 82nd year in this Age of Peace-

Today, we embarked aboard the Trial of Spirit. Already, her name proves true. We are distanced now from the yard, and though the voices from the pier have fallen silent, their heckling persists in my mind. 

‘Why sail northward?’ they ask. ‘What do you hope to discover, apart from the same abyssal fate that awaits any soul foolish enough to venture toward the Boundary of our world?’ 

Indeed, why? 

I cannot compose an eloquent reply. All I can convey is that the spirit of exploration propels me, as it does those of my company. After all, what loftier purpose exists than to push the boundaries of knowledge and discovery, with the hope of being the first to witness a new sight?

I maintain faith in my vessel and in my crew. They shall not falter. It is my own spirit that shall be put to the trial.

—Excerpt from Sigmund Drybus’s private journal
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Chapter 1: Thief
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Peter Calroy never wanted to be a thief. 

Sweat dampened his back under the dark cloak, stifling in the warm night air. He shifted uncomfortably and peered out from his hiding place behind a large barrel. 

Before him sprawled Fogdon’s dockyard, though very little of it was visible. Partly due to the patchy clouds veiling the face of Rhosh, the only moon out that night. But mostly because of the enormous cloudship moored in the nearest berth, a looming, dark shape against the faint sky. The gentle wind that carried the clouds along also pushed at the ship, held secure by creaking ropes. Rhosh’s faint light glinted off the name Radiant, painted in golden letters on the ship’s dark hull. On the tail fins gleamed three interlocking aureate gears, the official symbol of the Thrice Golden Empire of Industry.

Despite his discomfort, Peter grinned. Within an hour, the Radiant would be his. The familiar thrill of anticipation stirred in his chest, an electric mix of fear and excitement. 

He’d never wanted to be a thief, but damn if he didn’t love it.

Two sentries patrolled the pier around the gondola clinging to the underside of the cloudship’s cigar-shaped hull. Their lanterns meandered back and forth, like fireflies crawling around a log. There would be another patrolling on the opposite side. Three outside, with another two inside: standard Imperial security procedure, based on Peter’s observations over the past few weeks. 

He checked his pocket watch, tilting it toward the faint moonlight filtering through the clouds. 

Any time now, Shelly.

His fingers absently closed around a silver locket dangling from his neck. It was the first thing he’d ever stolen, though his mother’s corpse had been quite cold by the time seven-year-old Peter had mustered the courage to take it. She’d spent her final days gazing at the picture hidden within, but even now, eight years later, he rarely opened it. The grief it held was still too great.

As Peter glanced down at his pocket watch again, a high-pitched scream split the warm night air. 

“Not bad,” he muttered, dropping his watch back into its pocket and peering over the barrel.

The two lanterns patrolling the cloudship bobbed hurriedly around the nose and out of sight toward the scream. The path to the portside gangplank was clear. 

But Peter waited. 

One of the sentries called out in a questioning tone, the shape of the words distorted by the gentle breeze. A distressed female voice answered, choked with sobs.

She’s good at that, Peter mused with a smirk.

His amusement faded as the seconds ticked by, each one clawing at his patience.

Where in the Wastes are the two inside?

Finally, light bloomed from the porthole in the gondola’s boarding hatch. A moment later, the hatch opened, and two men emerged, lanterns raised. 

“What in the smokin’ blazes d’ya reckon that were?” muttered the shorter of the two men, his rough voice underscored by the clump of their boots on the gangplank. 

The taller man, heavily built, gave an indifferent grunt.

The short man spoke again as they reached the pier. 

“Didn’t sound like that wench from the tavern down at the far end o’ the docks. Believe you me, I’ve ’eard ’er squeal a time or two.” He uttered a dry chuckle. “But I ’aven’t the foggiest who else’d be out at this—”

“Binsby! Trent! Get over here!” barked a sentry, striding back into view around the gondola.

In his lantern’s glow, Shelly clung to the sentry’s arm, eyes puffy and downcast. She wore a lovely blue gown. 

Peter smiled, remembering how thrilled she’d been for an excuse to wear something pretty, despite his objections. She’d informed him in no uncertain terms that a job this important required her to look the part; if she couldn’t wear a gown, she’d simply wear nothing. Blushing, he’d quickly agreed that dressing up was, in fact, an excellent idea.

“Some low-life scum stole this young lady’s purse and took off into the warehouses,” the sentry told the two men from the ship as they drew near. “Garnus and Hilten are already searching the area. I’m going to join them. You two stay here with Miss . . .”

“Sophia,” Shelly croaked between sniffles.

“Right, you two stay here with Miss Sophia and keep an eye on the ship.” The sentry turned on his heel to leave, then paused, glancing back. “And try to act like gentlemen.”

“No need to fret ’bout that, boss,” the short man called after him. “We’re proper gentlemen, we are. Ain’t that right, Trent?” 

The tall bull of a man grunted his agreement. 

“Now,” said the short man, Binsby, turning back to Shelly and raising his lantern, “let’s ’ave a proper look at ya. Oho! That’s a right pretty dress. Matches yer pretty name, Miss Sophia.” He leaned in closer. “An’ a pretty face, too, if it weren’t all awash in tears. Don’t ya worry ’bout yer purse, miss. We’ll ’ave it back to ya in two shakes, won’t we, Trent?”

Trent gave a reassuring grunt.

Peter cursed under his breath.

Three tethers on each side of the Radiant anchored the ship to cleats along the piers. A seventh line, thicker than the rest, stretched from the nose of the ship, where the gondola met the hull, down to a cleat beside Shelly, now bathed in lantern light and appraising looks from the two men. There was no chance of untying that rope without being seen. Peter resisted the urge to call out and kindly ask the two “proper gentlemen” if they wouldn’t mind moving fifty paces from the ship, and another fifty paces from Shelly.

Time to improvise, he thought, standing and straightening his cloak.

He walked forward briskly, doing his best to exude an air of confidence. 

“What’s a nice lass like yerself doin’ walkin’ ‘round the docks this time o’ night, eh?” Binsby asked, leering at Shelly.

Peter frowned.

“Well, you see, I was—” Shelly began with a sniffle.

“Ah, Sophia! There you are!”

Shelly and the two men turned as Peter strode into the lanterns’ glow.

“I’ve been looking all over for you. I was beginning to worry you’d decided I wasn’t worth your time.” He turned to the sentries. “Who are these gentlemen? And why are you crying?” He assumed a horrified expression. “Have they hurt you?”

By now, Binsby had overcome his surprise. 

“An’ just who do ya think you are, then?”

“I’m Matthew,” Peter said easily, draping a protective arm around Shelly’s shoulders, “and I shall be very displeased if either of you have done anything to upset my date.”

“We’re just keepin’ ’er safe. Some rapscallion legged it with ’er purse not five minutes ago,” Binsby said, eyeing Peter suspiciously. “Maybe you oughta shown up a bit earlier to yer date, Mr. Matthew.”

“Ah, smoke! I just passed a shifty-looking fellow scurrying toward the dockmaster’s office,” Peter lamented, gesturing behind him. “I should have guessed he was up to no good. I would ask that you gentlemen look into it. He can’t have gone too far.”

“Now ’old on a tick,” Binsby argued. “Why don’t you go an’ catch that thievin’ little scupper rat, eh?”

Peter wrapped his other arm around Shelly, drawing her close to his chest. 

“I’m not letting Sophia out of my sight.”

“And we ain’t lettin’ ’er,” Binsby said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the cloudship, “outta our sight.”

“Listen, my good men,” Peter said, layering in a hint of the snobbish affectation favored by Fogdon’s upper class, “my father is a wealthy Minister and a rather generous man. I wouldn’t hesitate to tell him of your bravery, should you find this thief.”

“Daddy’s a Minister, eh?” Binsby scoffed, taking in Peter’s appearance with a raised eyebrow.

Peter swallowed, mentally berating himself for not taking better care to wash the stains from his cloak. He fought the urge to glance down.

Instead, he raised his chin and added, “Indeed, my good man. Lord Archibast. Minister of Commerce for all of Belbany, as I’m sure you’re aware. Did I mention how wealthy he is?”

“Hmm, yes, Archibast. I do believe I’ve ’eard of ’im,” Binsby said eventually, eyes twinkling greedily in the lantern light. “Well, when ya put it like that, young sir, I s’pose there ain’t no ’arm in takin’ a quick look. So long as you two stay right ’ere an’ keep an eye on the ship.”

“With such a beautiful ship, it would be difficult to take our eyes off her,” Peter assured him.

With a nod, Binsby stomped off toward the Dockmaster’s office, lantern held high.

“Come on, Trent!”

The big man grunted and lumbered after him.

Once the sentries were out of earshot, Shelly turned and cocked an eyebrow at Peter.

“Lord Archibast?”

Peter grinned and shrugged. 

“Sounds like an important name.”

Shelly laughed softly. 

“Well, thank you. I thought we were smoked when they dragged me back here to the ship.”

“Nonsense,” Peter said. “We’ve pulled off worse, and we’ll pull this off too.”

She smiled. 

“I’ll go start on the starboard mooring lines and work around to the nose.”

“I’ll get the port lines, then head inside to start the ship,” Peter replied, padding silently toward the first of the large cleats on the port side. 

The darkness hid his grin as he remembered that cold night at the orphanage when he’d first met Shelly. She’d caught him stealing an extra blanket from the stingy old headmistress. But instead of ratting him out, she’d snatched one too. They’d been turned out onto the street the next day. Ever since, they’d been stealing together to survive. 

But tonight would be their greatest, and final, heist. Or so Peter hoped. Though he’d come to love the thrill, he dreamed of a life beyond thievery, beyond Fogdon, perhaps even beyond the Empire. A life where he and Shelly were free to chart their own course high above the dirty streets that had shown them such little kindness. 

Peter stopped at the first thick line tethering the cloudship to the pier. He tugged at the knot, working it loose.

Maybe we’ll sail to that far-off Unlit Continent from the sailors’ tales. 

He and Shelly had spent countless hours together in the old, abandoned sail-making factory they called home, daydreaming of such a voyage.

He unwound the rope from the cleat, then tossed it over the pier’s edge, letting it dangle from the hull. He repeated this with the other two lines on the port side, moving as fast as he dared. As he worked, creaks drifted forward from the ship’s tail, where two massive coaxial propellers windmilled in the warm breeze.

With all three port lines untied, he went to the boarding hatch through which Binsby and Trent had emerged only a few minutes ago. He crept up the gangplank, placing his feet carefully to avoid rattling it against the pier. The hatch hung ajar, and he slipped inside. 

A dim, cavernous cargo hold stretched the entire length of the gondola’s lowest level. Crates and barrels lay scattered across the hold, lashed down with heavy netting. Weaving carefully around the cargo, he advanced toward a doorway lit with pale moonlight. Stepping through, he emerged onto the bottom level of the flight deck. 

Encased in a framework of massive windows stretching up nine levels, the spacious flight deck gave Peter the impression of a giant glass birdcage. Looking up from the bottom deck, he saw that the level above curved away from the glass, forming a concave balcony about an arm’s span away from the giant windows. The third level was similar, with the balcony recessed even further from the windows. This pattern continued until the fifth floor, then reversed, the upper balconies drawing closer to the glass. The design left an ovoid of empty space behind the windows, centered on the fifth level, where a platform jutted out. The captain’s seat would be there, overlooking the flight deck and the world beyond. 

Peter spotted a ladder to the right and scrambled up, skipping past the second level to reach the third. Unlike the bare lower decks, the third level held a large central table, its surface buried beneath charts.

Must be the navigator’s station.

A spiral staircase wound upward to the fourth deck. Peter climbed swiftly, stepping onto a balcony with a variety of telescopes mounted along the railing.

Observation deck.

A large desk stood against the back wall, cluttered with complex equipment. Peter let out a low whistle, a grin creeping onto his face. 

I’ll be smoked, he thought. A real radiotelegraph set! I never thought I’d see one. 

He stepped closer, running his hands over the tangle of wires, boxes, and dials. Some of the journals he’d read in Fogdon’s public archives mentioned this new technology. If the science was to be believed, radiotelegraphy could send messages across leagues, far beyond the range of a signal lamp. Even through clouds and fog. A working radiotelegraph, sold to the right buyer, would fetch nearly the value of a small cloudship.

We picked the right ship to steal.

Grinning at his good fortune, Peter climbed to the fifth level. In a glance, he took in the banks of dials, gauges, and switches covering the back wall, and the large rudder wheel flanked by heavy levers dominating the center of the balcony. But his eyes locked onto the lone chair at the end of the narrow walkway jutting into the heart of the flight deck. Simple yet sturdy, the chair stood at the focal point between the world beyond the glass and the cloudship at his back. The power and majesty of the cloudship seemed to radiate from it. 

Captain’s chair, Peter thought with reverence, fighting down a shiver.

He forced himself to turn to the engineering stations against the back wall. His eyes rapidly scanned the cramped labels next to row upon row of switches, lights, and dials.

Ballast Control—no. 

Searchlights—no. 

Cell Pressure Status—no.

Aha!

Peter flipped a short, red-handled switch labeled ‘Auxiliary Power’. With a faint buzz, the wall came to life. Dials glowed and needles swung about, eager for their readings to be noticed. Satisfied, he reached for a nearby switch labeled ‘Starter’, flicking it from ‘Off’ to ‘Start’.

Nothing happened. 

Peter frowned. He’d studied every manual, journal, and technical document he could find in the archives. The bulb above the starter switch should have lit up, signaling good electrical power. 

It remained stubbornly unlit. 

Cursing, he closed his eyes and ran through the schematics he’d memorized.

It must be the starter manifold, he decided.

Without hesitation, he sprinted up the spiral staircase. 

Panting when he reached the ninth level, he turned to a heavy hatch in the back wall. He yanked it open and stepped onto a narrow metal catwalk, handrails on either side. 

He stepped into the cloudship’s dark, cavernous hull. Dim red lights mounted beneath the catwalk shone upward at regular intervals, highlighting a path aft. Peter’s boots pounded on the metal grating as he ran, red lights flashing past beneath his feet. His legs burned from the climb, but he pushed himself onward. After a few steps he passed into the first of the cloudship’s massive toroidal gas cells. The taut, silky fabric formed a tunnel around him, and his shadow raced forward on the ceiling over and over as he passed above the red lights.

After running nearly the full length of the ship, he burst onto a wide catwalk. Bright lights glared down from tall poles. He staggered to a stop, catching his breath as he examined his surroundings. Two enormous engines towered on either side of the catwalk, creating a box canyon of steel machinery. Behind the engines, encased gears and belts linked them to concentric propeller shafts. In the middle of the open area between the engines, a squat, sturdy cylindrical tank was bolted to the metal grating. Thick ducts snaked from the tank beneath the grating, feeding into each engine. The tank had a round opening on the top and a small box mounted on the side. A thick electrical cable ran through the floor grating into the bottom of the box. Through an open panel on the face of the box, Peter spied two empty metal clips into which a heavy-duty fuse could be inserted.

Aha, there’s our problem.

He scanned the room, but had no idea where spares were kept. Frantically, he patted his pockets for any scrap of metal that could be used in place of a fuse. 

His fingers brushed the silver locket at his chest. 

Slowly, he slipped the chain off. He hesitated, the locket’s weight suddenly heavy in his palm. He flipped it open one last time. His father’s eyes, stern and watchful, met his own. A deep ache settled in his chest. Then, clenching his jaw, he wrapped the chain around the two metal clips and let it go. 

With a shaky breath, he considered the empty round opening on the top of the manifold. 

That’s another problem, he thought as he scanned the area around him. 

His gaze alighted upon a rack by one of the massive engines, and he dashed over to it. Steel gas cylinders, each as round as his head and as long as his arm, filled the rack. Each had a handle on one end and a flat valve on the other. He recognized them from the manuals as celestium tanks. Their universal valve could connect to anything from an engine’s combustion chamber to a lifting gas cell to feed the pressurized gas in. Such was the versatile nature of celestium. In this case, he’d feed celestium into the starter manifold, which would ignite the gas to kickstart the engines. 

He grabbed the top cylinder with both hands and heaved it free. Suddenly off balance, he staggered back, barely holding on as the tank arced over his head. He planted his feet, pulled the cylinder close, and marveled at its lightness. It carried the momentum he expected from a heavy metal tank, but it took no more effort to hold aloft than the thick encyclopedia he’d read at the archives. In addition to the gas’s extreme toxicity and combustibility, the encyclopedia had also described celestium’s unnatural lightness. 

Reading about something and experiencing it are very different, Peter thought, admiring the cylinder in his hands.

Moving the hefty-but-not-heavy tank carefully, he lined up the valve with the manifold’s opening and slid it into place with a click. Grabbing the handle with both hands, he turned the tank a quarter rotation and heard the hiss of pressurized gas releasing into the manifold.

Struck by inspiration, he jogged to the shaft casing, where gears and pulleys linked the engines to the propellers. 

Starting both engines normally would mean running to the flight deck, flipping the first switch, running back here to swap tanks, then running back up for the second switch, he thought, examining the complex linkages.

Cloudships had large crews to handle these tasks efficiently. Luckily, this cloudship’s unique propulsion system had a shortcut, which Peter had read about in a pilfered flight log from the Radiant’s sister ship, the Iridescent. A long-handled lever mounted behind the propeller shaft pointed straight up to a label reading ‘Propeller’. With a heave and a loud clunk, he shifted the lever to ‘Crank 2’. 

Now, instead of spinning the propellers, engine one will crank engine two. No need for a second celestium kickstart. Once we’re airborne, I’ll switch engine one back to the propellers for extra speed.

Back at the starter manifold, he checked that the locket’s chain was secure against both leads. Satisfied, he sprinted back up the catwalk.

Once in the flight deck, he hurried down to the captain’s level, rushed to the engineering station, and exhaled in relief. The ‘Starter’ light was on.

He reached for the ‘Engine 1’ switch, but hesitated.

The engine’s going to be loud; the sentries will definitely hear it. Best to wait until Shelly’s almost done.

He jogged onto the balcony, scanning through the great glass windows for Shelly. 

She knelt at the large bow cleat, wrestling with the final tether. With the other six lines untied, the Radiant bumped gently against the pier in the breeze.

Come on, Shelly, he willed urgently. Hurry up.

She tugged at the rope, but the knot held fast. 

Movement flickered in Peter’s peripheral vision. He turned. A cluster of lights bobbed toward the Radiant from across the docks. 

Panic jolted through him.

Smoke! They’re coming!

Out of time, he cast one last glance down at Shelly, still pulling at the stubborn knot.

She’ll manage, he thought, turning back toward the engineers’ stations. I need to start the ship. Now.

He slammed the ‘Engine 1’ switch to ‘On’.

A rumble shuddered from the aft end of the vessel. The rumble deepened, smoothing into a hum that reverberated through the ship’s walls. Peter flicked the ‘Engine 2’ switch forward. A second hum swelled. 

Peter darted to the captain’s chair to check on Shelly. 

She was still yanking frantically at the knot. 

Peter glanced at the guards. Their shocked faces flickered in the light of their bobbing lanterns. They broke into a sprint, shouting curses barely audible over the discordant hum of the engines.

“Hurry!” Peter screamed through the glass.

Shelly glanced back at the sentries, then attacked the knot with renewed desperation. 

Still, the rope wouldn’t budge.

The sentries closed in. The leader drew a pistol.

“Run, Shelly!” he yelled through the windows.

She shot one last, terrified glance over her shoulder, then bolted around the port side and vanished from view. Shouts of “Stop!” and “Thief!” and other, less savory words rang out behind her. 

Before Peter could decide what to do next, a yelp rang out.

“Gotcha, ya bloody sneak thief!” 

Binsby stomped into view, Trent close behind, dragging Shelly in a headlock. She kicked and thrashed violently, but the bullish man held her in a strong grip, his dull face indifferent to her struggling.

“There you are, Binsby,” the lead sentry called. “Bring her over here!”

The sentries gathered, their lanterns pooling light around the cleat where, despite Shelly’s efforts, the Radiant’s nose mooring line still held fast.

“Where in the Wastes did you go?” the leader snapped at Binsby. “I told you to watch the ship! Who started the engines?”

“Blasted little whelp tricked me!” Binsby growled, shooting a venomous glare at Shelly. “Must be ’er boyfriend, that Matthew scoundrel, in the ship.”

“Right,” the lead sentry said, “you and Trent stay here and make sure she doesn’t go anywhere. You dimwits better not fall for any other tricks. Garnus, Hilten, with me. We’re stopping whoever started this ship before they do any damage.”

With that, he and the two other guards sprinted for the boarding hatch.

Shelly twisted in Trent’s grip, facing up toward where Peter stood rooted by the captain’s chair.

“Go, Peter!” she yelled. “Take off!”

The nose mooring line was the only tether still holding the Radiant to the dock. Maybe, with enough lift, the line would snap, and he could escape.

But I can’t leave Shelly.

“Oi, that’s enough o’ that!” Binsby barked, yanking a short revolver from his belt and leveling it at Shelly.

She stilled at the sight of the revolver. 

Then, with a wild howl, she tore free from Trent’s grasp and launched herself at Binsby, knocking the short man over. She scrambled to the cleat and frantically hauled on the rope.

“Go, Peter!” she cried again. “Lift off!”

A loud pop! rang out. 

Shelly pitched forward, catching herself on the thick rope, eyes wide in shock mirroring Peter’s own. Then, slowly, her body sagged, her grip on the rope slackened, and she collapsed to the pier. Behind her, smoke roiled from the tip of Binsby’s pistol. 

Peter couldn’t breathe, as if he’d been the one shot. 

All thought fled his mind save for the sight of Shelly, sprawled on the dock in her pretty blue dress. She looked for all the world like she was sleeping. The dark stain spreading across the planks beneath her betrayed the truth. A raw scream clawed at his throat, but only a choked sob escaped.

Footsteps and voices from the bottom of the flight deck shook Peter from his shock. 

With shattered breaths, he ran to the helm. Beside the wheel, the lever labeled ‘Lift’ rested in the ‘Neutral’ position. Peter yanked it back all the way to the stop labeled ‘Ascend’.

Nothing happened.

The sounds of the sentries below him grew closer.

Desperate, Peter ran to the engineering station. The ‘Ballast Control’ board showed a row of numbered lights, each one marking a water-filled tank along the keel. Below that, a row of labeled switches corresponded to each tank. With both hands, he flipped all the switches to ‘Armed’, then hauled on the lever labeled ‘Dump’ next to the panel.

That ought to help, he hoped fervently.

Peter sprinted to the captain’s chair and looked down. The three sentries were on the second deck, heading for the spiral staircase. He was searching for something to block off the staircase when he experienced a very strange sensation. It took him a moment to understand. 

The dock was sinking away. 

With a panicked thrill, he realized that the cloudship was rising. 

He was flying. In a cloudship.

His excitement evaporated as the bow mooring line snapped taut. The ship shuddered and pitched forward violently, throwing Peter from the captain’s platform. As he plunged toward the glass, he saw Shelly lying on the dock below. 

A deep, aching sadness was his last memory.
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Chapter 2: Sunbirth
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Kalee awoke with a smile on her lips. 

It’s finally here, I know it! 

She’d thought that for the past several cycles, but this cycle felt different. This time, she knew she couldn’t be wrong. She sprang up from her sleeping furs, retrieved her roughspun cloak from where it had been hung to dry by the hotrocks—now quite cold—and burst through her hut’s entrance flap into the brisk morning air. As on previous cycles, she looked up at the deep blue gradient of the sky, visible in patches between the snow-laden treetops high above. The sky brightened toward a soft gray in the direction of the jagged mountain peaks that hemmed in the sunward side of the valley.

She ran through the forest, leaving behind the huts and halls of the Darkwind Tribe. Before long, the land sloped away before her, and the gaps between the receding crowns of the tall pines and lipik trees revealed an almost unbroken view of the distant silhouetted peaks of the Mountains of Light. 

Soon, whether this cycle or the next, the sun would crest those mountains, spilling warmth and light into a world still cold and weary from its journey through longnight. Sunbirth, a period of alternating day and night that separated longnight from longday, marked the beginning of a new sunlife. 

And this sunlife, everything will change, Kalee thought, a now-familiar nervous flutter running through her belly. 

Miikar stood there already, staring at the pale horizon with a worried expression. 

“Think it will be this cycle?” he asked as Kalee stopped beside him.

She gulped down a lungful of chill air. 

“I know it.”

“You say that every time.”

“And each time, I’m closer to being right,” she said with a grin.

“That’s what I am afraid of,” he muttered.

“What do you have to be worried about?” Kalee teased. “You’ll be picked first! I’d wager that the Seen spent all longnight bickering over who would have the privilege of mentoring you.”

The sky’s glow gave just enough light to see the red flush crawling up his cheeks. 

“Stop joking, Kalee. You know that isn’t true.” He heaved a deep sigh. “I just can’t believe it’s already here.”

“I know,” Kalee said softly. After a moment, she glanced around. “Where’s Danaka? I thought she would be here by now.”

“She’s probably already challenging the Greatest for his recognition,” Miikar said, rolling his eyes.

Kalee snorted with amusement. 

After a pause, she asked, “If you could pick your mentor, who would it be?”

“Hmm . . .” Miikar made a show of chewing his lip as if he hadn’t spent all longnight thinking about this. 

They all had. 

This sunbirth marked the end of their childhood, and their mentor would shape the rest of their lives. For Kalee, it was even more important. Gaining a mentor meant gaining acceptance, a sense of belonging. 

At least, she hoped so. 

“Well,” Miikar ventured, “Lightfoot Angat the Swiftest would be a good mentor, I think.” 

Kalee nodded. Lightfoot Naadar the Greatest relied on the Swiftest for many important tasks. To be Angat’s pupil would be prestigious indeed. 

Miikar sighed. 

“It’s a shame Bart isn’t Seen. I would like to be a Firekeeper like him.”

This caught Kalee off guard. 

“But a Firekeeper can’t become a Lightfoot.”

“Just because none of them are Lightfoots doesn’t mean I can’t become one,” he said defiantly. 

Kalee opened her mouth to argue. His reasoning was contradictory, not to mention dangerous. 

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” he added quickly. “I would have to become a haadis for him to pick me.” 

He said the word cautiously, as if speaking it might make it real. 

Kalee closed her mouth and picked at her cloak. Not for the first time, she contemplated the fate that awaited those left unchosen after their fifteenth sunbirth. A haadis served the Greatest, burdened with menial tasks and precious little respect. It was a life of nothingness, and the prospect of it terrified her. Though tribe members without a recognition, such as Bart, could claim a haadis as a pupil after their sixteenth sunbirth, Kalee feared that if she wasn’t chosen now, she never would be. With every cycle, the fear tightened its grip, the shadow of becoming a haadis creeping closer.

As if sensing her thoughts, Miikar backpedaled. 

“Not that being a haadis is a bad thing, of course . . . I mean, they’re valuable members of the tribe . . . In fact, I—”

“I get it, Miikar,” Kalee snapped with more venom than she intended. 

Miikar was kinder than most, but even his courteous mask had cracks through which subtle disdain seeped. He knew as well as she that her chances of being claimed were low, given her troublesome reputation. But she refused to give up hope that someone would see the good in her. If nothing else, the fact that only two of the tribe’s children shared this fifteenth sunbirth with her gave her hope. She could think of at least five Seen who might be looking for pupils.

“Who would you pick?” Miikar asked, eager to change the subject.

“I don’t know.” 

It was the truth, partially. 

I just want to be claimed. It doesn’t matter who, just don’t let me become a haadis. Well, maybe not Aleka. I would rather be a haadis than live with that crazy old huk. 

Seeing Miikar’s skeptical look, she added aloud, “To me, the mentor doesn’t matter. As long as I can train under Lightfoot Raana the Lightest come my eighteenth sunbirth.”

“You want to be a Lightfoot?” he asked with surprise.

“Of course! Don’t you?”

“Well sure, but . . . I just thought . . . After what happened . . .”

This time, she didn’t bother trying to hide her anger. 

“You thought what? That I’m scared of the Ethra’im? Well, in case you’ve forgotten, I’m the daughter of Lightfoot Manuk the Bravest. I’m not scared of anything!” 

Miikar frowned, but said nothing.

In truth, she was terrified of the Spirit which resided in the cave beneath their village. 

Kalee suppressed a shiver, remembering her encounter five sunlifes ago. Against the rules of the tribe, she’d sneaked into the sacred cave, driven by a burning curiosity. Her disobedience had earned her more than just the scorn of the tribe when she emerged. 

She’d been cursed. 

Called the Malar’im, the curse afflicted any who lingered too long in the blessed presence of the Ethra’im. For cycles, she’d been tormented by burning fevers, blinding headaches, vomiting, and violent shaking. She was lucky to be alive. Everyone enjoyed reminding her of that. Everyone except Raana. Responsible for training young tribe members in the ways of the Ethra’im and guiding them on the path to becoming a Lightfoot, the dark-eyed woman seemed the only one capable of seeing Kalee as a person, not just a collection of mistakes. However, the rules of the tribe forbade Kalee from Lightfoot training until her eighteenth sunbirth. That left her with the prospect of three long sunlifes as a haadis before she could even attempt to become Raana’s student. 

Unless I can find a mentor . . .

A high-pitched, nasally voice cut through Kalee’s thoughts. 

“No glimpse of the sun yet?”

“No, not yet,” said Miikar, clearly relieved to have someone else to talk to.

Kalee glanced sideways as Danaka skipped out from the trees. 

Her mood soured further. 

Danaka, slightly taller than Kalee, tossed her long brown hair with a dramatic sigh.

“Oh, I just can’t bear this waiting! If the sun doesn’t show itself this cycle, I might just have to forgo a mentorship and claim a recognition right away.”

Miikar rolled his eyes, asking, “What recognition would you contest?”

Danaka combed her fingers through her hair. 

“I was thinking the Fairest,” she said innocently.

Miikar shot a worried glance at Kalee. 

“Danaka,” he said slowly, “you know that’s—”

“Why shouldn’t I?” she asked with a sneer. “Just because Kalee killed her mother doesn’t mean that she deserves the recognition. It’s not as if she inherited Kiia’s beauty anyway.”

Kalee’s blood rose, throbbing in her ears. 

Miikar stepped between them. 

“Danaka! You know it wasn’t Kalee’s fault! That was terribly mean. You should apologize.”

“No, Miikar, it’s okay,” Kalee said, voice dripping with rage. “Let Danaka attempt to claim the Fairest. It’s the only chance she’ll ever have at being Seen. That is, unless the Greatest starts allowing claims for the Stupidest or the Most Self-centered!”

Danaka’s face contorted with anger, and Miikar sighed in exasperation. 

“Kalee!” he called, but she was already running into the shadow of the trees. 

Her father was fletching a new arrow beside their hut when she arrived, flushed and tear-streaked. She rushed past him, swatting aside the entrance flap before crashing onto her furs. She buried her face in the soft pelts, sobs racking her small frame. 

After a moment, a breath of cool outside air tickled the back of her neck as her father came in through the flap. 

“Take your shoes off inside, Kalee.” 

She ignored him. 

“Hang up your cloak, or you’ll get your furs dirty.” 

Still, she ignored him. 

With a sigh, he removed his boots and knelt beside her. She felt his rough hand lift her ankle as he worked her shoes off, one then the other. 

“Sit up.” 

She didn’t move except to draw in a shuddering breath. 

“Sit up, Kalee!”

Slowly, she lifted her face from the furs, wiping tears and snot on her cloak. 

“Did I kill my mother?” she sniffled.

“What?” Manuk asked, taken aback.

Kalee turned her puffy eyes to face her father and choked out, “Did I kill Kiia the Fairest?”

Her father sighed, staring into the distance. 

“Who said that?” he asked quietly.

“Danaka,” she squeaked between sniffles.

“I see. And did you insult her in return?”

She closed her eyes and nodded.

Her father exhaled sharply, irritated. 

“Discipline, Kalee! Self control! How many times must I try to impress the importance of these things before you understand?”

Kalee closed her eyes and sobbed silently into her chest.

After a moment, he said, “You didn’t kill your mother. But you disappoint her by letting your temper control you.”

Eyes still downcast, she asked, “Do I disappoint you?”

He didn’t respond, but instead rose and pulled on his boots. 

“You can’t be claimed by a mentor if you spend the cycle in your furs,” he said before exiting the hut.

Kalee emerged some time later to a darker sky, the glow of the reticent sun disappearing toward the Mountains of Darkness, which bordered the valley opposite the Mountains of Light. She made her way slowly through the village, watching her feet take her on an aimless, meandering path among the huts and buildings. She should be seeking out the Seen of the Darkwind tribe, wishing them a warm sunbirth in the hopes that they would reciprocate and invite her to their hut in the traditional initiation of mentorship. 

But she was in no mood to talk to anyone. 

Besides, I don’t know if the sun even ended up cresting the mountains this cycle.

Her ignorance was remedied when Miikar rounded the corner in front of her, nearly knocking her over. 

He grinned from ear to ear.

“Warm sunbirth, Kalee!” he crowed. “You’ll never believe who’s hut I’ve been invited to!”

She stared at him blankly until he couldn’t contain it any longer. 

“Your father’s!” he blurted. “Lightfoot Manuk the Bravest has claimed me as his pupil!” 

She felt numb. 

“I’ll be coming to live with you!” he continued with overwhelming enthusiasm. “Well, until you get claimed, of course. Which I’m sure will happen soon!”

She heard her voice, as if from a distance, say, “Warm sunbirth, Miikar.” 

Then she was alone again, her feet carrying her aimlessly nowhere. Anywhere. Somewhere away from Miikar, and her father, and stupid Danaka, and everybody else. 

Before her troubled mind could catch up to her feet, she was at the entrance of the cave. In the fading light, its yawning mouth seemed to exhale darkness, drawing her into its shadowed depths. A whisper stirred within, faintly beckoning. The Ethra’im, inviting her inside. 

A shiver ran up her spine. 

She hadn’t set foot here since the Malar’im nearly killed her all those sunlifes ago. 

Maybe I should enter and never come out. Surely, it would be better to die with the Ethra’im than live a life without purpose. 

The greedy shadows drank in her thoughts, urging her into the blackness. From deep within, the Ethra’im whispered longingly to her. 

Something moved deep in the shadowed depths of the cave. She took a step forward, squinting into the darkness. 

The whispers grew louder. 

Kalee stepped closer. Unintelligible words sighed from the cave in breathy echoes. 

The movement grew closer, a shape emerging from the black. 

Kalee froze, bracing herself to meet the Ethra’im face to face . . . 

The shape resolved into a strong woman with short hair striding gracefully out of the cave.

“Kalee! What are you doing here?” the woman asked, stopping a few steps short. 

Her eyes, as dark as the cave behind her, bored into Kalee’s.

“Lightfoot Raana,” Kalee stammered, stepping back. “I . . . I don’t know. I was just walking and . . . ended up here.”

The woman raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms. 

“Hmph. Well, a warm fifteenth sunbirth to you. Have you begun searching for a mentor?”

“No,” Kalee murmured, looking down at her feet.

“What’s wrong, Kalee?” Raana asked, stepping closer.

Kalee began telling Raana about everything that had happened since she woke up. Before long, her emotions were gushing out in a hot, salty torrent, hopelessness and insecurity laid bare in front of the kind woman. Raana listened patiently until Kalee was spent, then surprised her with a firm but gentle embrace. 

“Did you know,” Raana murmured, her voice warm against Kalee’s hair, “that your mother and I shared our fifteenth sunbirth?”

Kalee drew back and looked with surprise at the older woman. 

“No.”

Raana smiled and nodded. 

“It’s true. I was as nervous as you are,” she said with a laugh. “But not Kiia. Kiia was confident. Not to mention beautiful. But more than anything, she was strong. Not the type of strength that wins you recognition as the Strongest, but she was strong here,” the woman said pointing at her head, “and here.” She pointed at her heart. “You remind me of her.”

Tears welled in Kalee’s eyes, but these were not bitter. 

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Raana put her hand on Kalee’s shoulder. 

“I mean it. Now, speaking of the Strongest, Lightfoot Grukuu finally contested Ulwik’s recognition. After all these sunlifes! I was beginning to think he’d wait until Ulwik died for fear of losing to the old man. Although, even as a corpse, Ulwik would still be stronger than most of us, I’d wager.”

Kalee couldn’t help but laugh at Raana’s exaggeration. 

“The contest will be tomorrow before the Sunbirth Festival. I hope to see you there. I’ll need help consoling Grukuu after he gets beaten by an old man,” the woman teased with a wink.

“Okay, I’ll be there,” Kalee promised.

“Good. Now go home, get some rest. And, Kalee, find a mentor soon. You might want to speak with Lightfoot Angat the Swiftest.”

Kalee nodded and turned back to the village. She hummed tunelessly to herself as she walked, a fresh optimism lengthening her stride. Back at her hut, she nearly tripped over a new lump in the furs by the entrance. Pale moonlight spilled over Miikar’s sleeping form. 

To her surprise, she felt no jealousy. No anger. 

She smiled, genuinely happy for him. He deserved it.

​
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​Chapter 3: Search For a Mentor
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Kalee awoke to the sounds of birds, mallets, laughter, and happy shouts. 

She smiled. 

The Sunbirth Festival was her favorite part of every sunlife. She sat up and stretched. The hut was empty. 

Father and Miikar must already be preparing for the festival. 

Another sound, subtle beneath the clamor of the village, sent a warm glow through Kalee. The gentle, irregular patter of falling droplets on the roof of her hut. She donned her cloak and shoes, then stepped outside. 

Her smile widened. 

The sky seemed brighter this cycle, the air less chilly. She looked up toward the dense forest canopy high above where the treetops, burdened throughout the longnight with a heavy crown of snow, now wept a thousand tears of relief at the sun’s reappearance. Before long, the days would stretch longer than the nights, until the sun found enough strength to break free of the horizon altogether. 

But before that happens, Kalee reminded herself, I need to find a mentor. 

With a determined step, she turned to set off through the village.

“Out of the way, girl!”

She jumped back, pressing against the hut as a man jogged past. A herd of snuffling, snorting paakuluu trotted behind him on stubby legs, their beady eyes fixed on the belt of carrots and turnips fastened around his waist.

“Gotta get them to the butcher before they lay the cooking stones!” he apologized over his shoulder.

Kalee waved off his apology, calling, “Warm sunbirth to you!”

He raised his hand in acknowledgement before vanishing around a bend, the fat paakuluu stampeding after him.

Kalee set off after them, albeit at a much slower pace, taking in the sights and sounds of sunbirth. Her shoes squelched in the thawing earth as she passed tribe members flitting to and fro, preparing for the festival. Two haadisuu set up long tables outside the Gathering Hall, while others wearing thick leather gloves carefully piled hotrocks in deep cook pits. People flocked to the Cook Hall with baskets full of fruits and vegetables. Men and women brought cured meats, jars of honey, bundles of dried herbs, nets full of fish, baskets overflowing with mushrooms, barrels of mead, and clay urns full of ripee liquor. 

While the Sunbirth Festival was a celebration of the sun’s rebirth and the tribe’s survival of the longnight, its feasts were celebrations of excess. Whatever remained in the longnight stockpiles was surrendered to the festival. With a feast every cycle, the festival lasted as long as the food held out, its length a direct measure of the tribe’s prosperity. Kalee had experienced both difficult sunlifes with festivals lasting only one cycle, and bountiful sunlifes where the feasts stretched on well into sunbirth. 

This Sunbirth Festival promised to be a long one. 

At least eight cycles, Kalee reckoned, smiling. 

Exuberant cheers and whistles erupted from the direction of the Butcher’s Cottage as four more haadisuu made their way through the crowd, straining under the weight of an entire kuulitsukir carcass, sans head, skewered on a thick wooden spit. 

Kalee marveled at the size of the butchered beast. 

Make that ten cycles. 

Kalee spent the entire morning searching for Angat the Swiftest, as Raana had suggested, but didn’t catch so much as a glimpse of the tall, skinny man. She asked around, but no one seemed to have seen him for at least a few cycles. 

The tribe’s gathering drum interrupted her search, soaking the forest in its deep, booming rhythm. With a sigh, Kalee resigned herself to continue her search after the contest. 

She took a narrow, dim alley between the Gathering Hall and the haadis quarters, heading toward the village commune where the contests were held. As she ambled along the shadowed path, a short figure appeared at the far end, blocking her passage. 

Kalee froze. 

The figure—a woman, old and wrinkled—shuffled toward her, once-black eyes now clouded with age.

“Who’s that?” the old woman wheezed. “Smells like a sparrow!” 

She cackled, revealing more teeth missing than not. 

Heart pounding, Kalee turned and sprinted back up the alley. 

“Fly away, little sparrow!” she heard the old woman call behind her. “Just remember old Aleka when your wings are tired and you have no nest to call home!” 

Kalee whipped around the corner, weaving between trees and buildings until she merged with a knot of villagers heading for the commune. She slowed to a walk, breathing heavily. 

Aleka the Oldest was revered among the tribe, but the ancient woman gave Kalee an overwhelming sense of unease. The strange encounter clung to her thoughts as she reached the commune.

A grassy clearing atop the village’s forested hill, the commune was packed with bodies. Nearly the entire tribe was gathered already. After the longnight, people were eager to see a contest. Lightfoots leapt gracefully among the trees at the meadow’s periphery, seeking good vantage points high in the branches. 

Kalee squeezed to the front, where the crowd circled two neat rows of ten barrels. In front of each barrel rested a sphere of hardened clay, each one larger than the last. Four sweating haadisuu shuffled out of the crowd, the tenth and largest clay sphere suspended in a sling between them. Grunting, they eased it down before the last barrel, then disappeared back into the crowd. Excited muttering rippled around the assembly. Kalee searched the faces, but Angat was nowhere to be seen. 

After a moment, Lightfoot Naadar the Greatest emerged from the crowd, his black bana’tak hide cloak catching the wind behind him. The animal’s fearsome visage rested atop Naadar’s head, its long snout frozen in a feral snarl, dagger-like teeth bared to the sky. He leapt lightly onto the barrels, then strode back and forth atop them. Like every Lightfoot, his eyes were dark pools, irises stained to the point where they were indistinguishable from his pupils. He raised his arms.

“A warm sunbirth to you, Darkwind!” 

The crowd erupted in cheers.

He let the cheers fade before continuing, “After the longnight, I am pleased to bring you this sunlife’s first contest for recognition!” 

Another cheer from the crowd. 

“Ulwik the Strongest! Come forward!” 

Ulwik, stocky and gray-bearded, stomped forward to stand beside Naadar. 

“Lightfoot Grukuu! Come forward!” 

Grukuu, tall and broad, moved forward with surprising grace for his size. 

“You may proceed with the contest!” the Greatest declared, hopping down from the barrels and yielding the commune’s center to the contestants.

Grukuu turned to face Ulwik. 

In a loud voice, he announced, “I, Lightfoot Grukuu, challenge you, Ulwik, for the recognition of Strongest of the Darkwind.” In a soft voice that Kalee could barely hear, he added “Don’t hurt yourself, old man.”

Ulwik smiled. 

“To the Strongest goes the honor, to Darkwind goes the glory,” he intoned. 

He shrugged off his cloak and stripped his shirt, revealing a torso still corded with muscle, despite his years. Grukuu followed, undressing to his fur-lined britches. Though less sculpted than his mentor, his sheer mass was impressive in its own right.

They both moved to stand before the smallest of their respective stones. Grukuu nodded to the older man. 

“Age before charm.”

“Fine,” Ulwik uttered. “Let your elder show you the way.”

With practiced ease, he bent, gripped the head-sized stone, and set it lightly atop his barrel.

“Not bad,” Grukuu conceded. 

With a flourish, he scooped up his stone with one hand, held it aloft at arm’s length, then dropped it onto the barrel with a satisfying thud. The crowd murmured in awe.

“Hmph,” Ulwik grunted, “I thought I taught you to be strong, not arrogant.”

“It’s not arrogance,” Grukuu retorted lightly, “just showmanship.”

Ulwik shook his head, lifted the next, slightly larger stone, and placed it smoothly on the barrel. Grukuu followed, using both hands this time. 

They both lifted the third stone. 

Then the fourth. 

Then the fifth. 

By the sixth stone, sweat glistened on both men, their arms and faces flushed with exertion. The size of a large pumpkin, Ulwik’s sixth stone slipped from his embrace as he started to stand. 

Whispers shot through the crowd.

“Honey,” the old man grunted.

A haadis darted forward with a bowl of the sticky substance. Ulwik scooped up a handful, lathering it over his hands, arms, and chest. Satisfied, he crouched once more, arms wrapping around the massive clay sphere. With a deep breath, he heaved it onto the barrel. 

A small cheer rose from the crowd. 

Grukuu took the bowl and also coated himself before lifting his sixth stone. 

It took both men two tries to lift the seventh. They panted and shook their limbs in preparation for the eighth stone.

“The eighth is the highest Ulwik got when he won the recognition in his youth,” someone whispered. “No one’s ever lifted nine.” 

“They say Willohuk got nine,” someone else murmured.

The first person rebutted, “That’s just a story.”

“Quiet. He’s going for eight,” a third voice cut in.

Ulwik rolled his neck and swung his arms before squatting down in front of the eighth sphere. He carefully wrapped his arms around it, adjusting his grip several times before taking a series of short, deep breaths. With a grunt, he strained against the heavy clay stone. Tendons stood out in high relief along his neck, and veins bulged along his arms and at his temple. With a growl, he heaved against the weight of the enormous stone. His legs trembled and tears leaked from his eyes into his beard. 

For a moment, the sphere hung in his embrace, caught in an equilibrium between gravity and his incredible strength. 

Then, Ulwik’s breath rushed out of him, and the stone crashed to the ground. 

The old man lay on his back, panting and shaking. A sigh passed through the crowd, and Grukuu circled the barrels to crouch by his mentor.

“Well lifted, Mentor,” he murmured. “Your strength brings honor to the tribe.” 

He extended a hand, pulling Ulwik to his feet. The old man brushed himself off, then nodded at his pupil.

“Be strong, lad.”

Grukuu stepped back to his eighth stone, smeared honey across his arms, then crouched, arms tightening around the smooth clay. 

“To Darkwind goes the glory!” he shouted, then heaved the stone up onto the barrel, which promptly splintered under the weight. 

A roar erupted from the crowd. 

Grukuu grinned as Ulwik approached, clasping his forearm in respect.

“You are strong, Lightfoot Grukuu,” he rumbled, eyes brimming with pride.

The Greatest stepped forward and proclaimed, “To Lightfoot Grukuu goes the honor, to Darkwind the glory! Congratulations Lightfoot Grukuu the Strongest!” 

Another cheer rang from the crowd. 

Naadar clasped Grukuu’s arm in respect before doing the same to Ulwik. 

“And congratulations to you, Ulwik! As the mentor of the one who claimed your recognition, you join the prestigious ranks of the Eclipsed, and earn a special seat in the Starhall.” 

The tribe shouted and stamped with approval. 

Naadar spread his arms and turned to the crowd. 

“And now,” he proclaimed as sunlight streamed over the peaks of the Mountains of Light, filtering through the tall trunks at the edge of the clearing to illuminate the clearing with a warm yellow glow, “begin the Sunbirth Festival!”

Kalee moved with the jubilant throng toward the Gathering Hall, hoping to find Angat amongst the festivities. For most of the cycle, she ate, sang, danced, and played, keeping her eye out for any sign of the Darkwind’s swiftest member. As the sun dipped behind the Mountains of Darkness and the Firekeepers set flickering lanterns through the village, she gave up her search and sought out her father.

She found Manuk the Bravest at the feasting tables, eating and drinking with a handful of other Seen. Miikar sat beside him, hanging on every word of his new mentor and the adults’ lively banter. A mouthwatering smell wafted to her from the nearby spit roasts as she approached the table. 

The conversation halted as she sat down next to her father.

“Kalee!” her father said, beaming. “Warm sunbirth! Have you tried the stew yet?” He pushed a bowl toward her. “It’s got some fish in it that Miikar and I caught down by the river.”

“Delicious,” she said around a mouthful. 

She couldn’t remember her father smiling this much in a long time. She looked at Miikar, who was eagerly cleaning his bowl with a piece of bread. 

A twinge of jealousy returned. 

“How come you’ve never taken me fishing?” she asked.

“I did when you were younger,” Manuk replied with a laugh, “but you always got bored and wandered off.”

Miikar laughed too, saying, “That sounds like Kalee, all right!” 

The other Seen at the table chuckled.

Kalee’s eyes narrowed. Jealousy churned in her chest, dark and thick, like storm clouds swollen with rain. 

It wasn’t enough that you took my home and took my father? Now you laugh at my expense? 

She noticed her father was watching her with a curious expression. 

Swallowing her anger, she asked, “After the contest, the Greatest said Ulwik is Eclipsed. What does that mean?”

“Ah, to become Eclipsed is the pinnacle of honor,” Manuk explained, “as it signifies that one has not only passed on their talents to the next generation, but raised a pupil even more capable than them, thereby bettering the tribe as a whole. Grukuu was Ulwik’s pupil and now he’s stronger than his mentor. So, even though Ulwik lost his recognition, he still retains his right to sit on the Greatest’s council and vote as a Seen would. But most importantly,” he said looking up toward the dark sky, “he’s earned a seat of honor among his ancestors in the Starhall. We should all be so fortunate.”

“So Ulwik wouldn’t be Eclipsed if someone other than his own pupil had taken his recognition?” Kalee asked.

“That’s right,” her father confirmed. “That’s why Seen push their pupils to surpass them. Most contests happen between mentor and pupil.”

“I see.” 

Something about that bothered Kalee, but she couldn’t quite grasp why.

“Speaking of mentors,” Manuk said, “how’s your search coming along?”

Kalee explained Angat’s absence. 

“No one has seen him for a few cycles. And he’s not at the festival.”

“Hmm.” Her father leaned back, rubbing his chin. “You might not know, but Angat leaves the village every sunlife, as the longnight ends and the sky starts to brighten. As the Swiftest, it’s his duty to scout the valley, making sure that the nocturnal predators return to their dens and that nothing is amiss.” His brow furrowed. “But he’s usually only gone for a cycle or two at a time. And I’ve never seen him miss the Sunbirth Festival.” Manuk shrugged. “Maybe he’s just being more thorough this time.”

“Maybe.” 

Her father could tell she was unconvinced.

“I’ll mention it to Naadar when I next speak with him. If Angat doesn’t show up soon, we’ll look into it.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“In the meantime,” Manuk said, pulling his bowl of stew back, “talk to the other Seen. I’m sure there’s someone willing to take a pupil.” 

He shot a questioning—almost pleading—look at the handful of Seen sitting at the table with him. They all shook their heads with sad smiles, or suddenly found the table’s woodgrain fascinating, or remembered urgent business elsewhere. 

Kalee sighed and stood from the table. 

“Thanks for the stew. It really is delicious.”

When the sky brightened again, Kalee spent the cycle chasing down every Seen she could find.

“I’m afraid I don’t have the time for a pupil right now,” said Ladmir the Cleverest, carefully winding the mechanism of the rabbit trap he was building. “Now, if you don’t mind, I work best alone.”

“Ah, it’s your fifteenth sunbirth is it?” asked Lightfoot Fip the Deadliest between bites from a roasted paakul rib. “Good for you!” He gnawed the rib for a few moments before glancing up at her again. “Huh? You’re still here? Oh, I suppose you’re looking for a mentor. Truth is, I need someone with a little more . . . focus. Someone who can stalk a beast for several cycles. Who can lay a trap and wait for that one . . . perfect . . . moment . . . to strike!” He thrust the rib bone at Kalee in a stabbing motion, causing his necklace of wirtik claws to clatter. “Shame your father claimed that Miikar boy. He might’ve had what it takes to eclipse me for my recognition. Alas, the last thing I want is for some other Seen’s pupil to claim my recognition. I’ve got to be diligent in who I claim, you see? Nothing against you, of course.”

“Absolutely not!” proclaimed Ursid the Wisest. “I’ll not waste my time nor talents on one so patently unwise as you.”

“Me? A mentor?” Lightfoot Grukuu the Strongest blinked, then laughed, shaking his head. “I’ve been Seen for all of one cycle. Sorry, but I’m not ready to take on a pupil yet. Maybe next sunlife.”

And so it went. Rejection after rejection, hammering at her heart, splintering her sense of worth, and driving her closer to the fate she feared. As the sun retreated below the horizon and the sky grew darker, so too did her mood. Heavy clouds moved up the valley, hastening the disappearance of the sun’s fading glow.

Kalee plodded through the deepening shadows of the forest, the sounds of the festival’s revelry dwindling behind her. Her sole consolation was the fact that Danaka also remained unclaimed. Becoming a haadis terrified Kalee, but she knew it terrified Danaka even more. She almost looked forward to living with the pompous girl in servitude to the Greatest, just to witness a misery greater than her own. 

Approaching footsteps pulled her from her gloomy fantasy. 

Raana. 

“Hello, Kalee,” the older woman greeted her. “Judging by your face, you haven’t found a mentor.”

Kalee gave a dour nod.

“Have you talked to Lightfoot Angat yet?”

“No,” Kalee grumbled, “I can’t find him anywhere.”

“He was entering the cave as I came out,” Raana said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder. “If you go now, you can catch him when he’s done meditating.”

“Thank you, Lightfoot Raana!”

Kalee took off, running as fast as she dared in the dimming light. 

With no sign of Angat at the cave’s mouth, Kalee found a nearby log to sit on. She didn’t have to wait long. 

When the slender Lightfoot emerged, she sprang to her feet. 

“Lightfoot Angat the—”

“Firedeath!” Angat cursed, jumping into a nearby tree.

“I’m sorry,” Kalee said quickly, “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Oh, it’s you,” he said, dropping lightly back down. “By the Watcher, you gave me a fright.”

Kalee frowned. 

“My apologies.”

“Well? What do you want?” he asked in a brusque manner.

“Sunbirth bring you warmth, Lightfoot Angat the Swiftest,” Kalee said in the traditional formal greeting of one looking for a mentor.

“Oh, that.” Angat relaxed. “Listen Kalee, I’m sorry, but Danaka found me earlier this cycle, just as I returned. I’ve already claimed her.”

The words knocked the breath out of her. She felt as though she had a gurska coiled around her chest, squeezing the air from her lungs. 

“Oh.” 

She didn’t know what else to say.

The Lightfoot gave her a pitiful look. He opened his mouth as though he wanted to say something else but instead closed it and walked away.

“Wait,” she blurted, springing forward to catch up with him. “Can’t you claim me too? There’s no reason why you can’t have two pupils!” 

Her voice sounded whiny and pathetic in her ears.

“I’m sorry, Kalee,” he said without turning or breaking his stride.

The pain and frustration she’d felt since sunbirth boiled over. 

“You claimed her just because she got to you first? I’ve been looking for you since the sun first rose above the mountains! Where did you go? Why were you gone for so long?”

He stopped and looked at her, eyes narrowed. 

Then, without a word, Lightfoot Angat the Swiftest leapt forward and disappeared through the trees.

Kalee stood motionless. Her breath came in small, shallow gasps. 

It was over. 

She had failed. There were no Seen left. 

Cold raindrops began to patter on the leaves as hot tears traced her cheeks. Kalee remained rooted in place. A dampness blanketed her thoughts. 

She couldn’t return home. She couldn’t bear to face her father’s disappointment. Or Miikar’s false sympathy. The thought alone made her stomach twist. Rain matted her hair to her face. Lightning flashed, followed by rumbling thunder. Angat had been her last, best hope. Now, stupid Danaka had stolen that, leaving nothing but bleak despair. It threatened to swallow her.

An unbidden thought sprang into Kalee’s mind.

No, the proud, stubborn part of her recoiled.

But her feet were moving, carrying her toward the final path. The one she’d been too prideful, too afraid to take. Now, it was all that was left to her. Fate’s current was dragging her toward a thundering waterfall of worthlessness, and she was grasping at the last branch, old and twisted though it may be.

The hut sat apart from the rest of the village, outside the protective wooden barricade that ringed the settlement. A faint, overgrown path led to the squat abode built around a tall, straight pine. 

Kalee approached slowly. 

The hut’s wooden door hung ajar, spilling faint blue light onto the mud outside. 

She hesitated briefly, then shook her head. 

If Danaka can get a mentor, I can too. 

She squared her shoulders and strode toward the door.

At the threshold, she paused. 

“Hello?” she called. 

Receiving no response, she peeked through the door. 

A chair, a small table, and a low cot dominated the front half of the small hut, while a woven screen blocked the back half from view. A pale blue light bathed the hut’s interior, emanating from what could only be a flela, though Kalee had never seen one up close. The creature drifted near the ceiling, its ribbon-like tentacles trailing from a bulbous, translucent sac that pulsed with soft blue light. Kalee noticed a thin cord tied around the creature, anchored to a peg protruding from the trunk of the tree that pierced the center of the hut like a great wooden column. Its tentacles undulated in a slow, hypnotic motion, softly propelling it to and fro as it strained against its tether.

“Sad, isn’t it?” a voice wheezed from the shadows.

Two dark eyes, clouded with age, gleamed in the blue light. 

The flela drifted around the column, its glow revealing the small, wrinkled figure beneath it. The old woman walked over to stand under the flela, regarding it with pity.

“It’s capable of touching the stars. It yearns to join its kind as they dance in the nightfire. But I keep it here so that my old eyes can see when the sun spins below the mountains. How terribly selfish of me!”

“Alek—Aleka the Oldest,” Kalee stammered.

“Congratulations, Sparrow,” the old woman mocked, “you know my name. Now, is there something you wish to say to me? Or did I leave my door open and catch a chill for nothing?”

“You knew I would come?” Kalee asked softly.

“What other choice did you have?”

“You knew Angat would reject me,” Kalee whispered.

“Quite the opposite, I’m afraid,” sighed the old woman. “Which is why I made sure that prissy gurska spawn found him first.”

Shock and anger flared inside of Kalee. 

“You helped Danaka steal my mentor! Why?”

“Your mentor?” The hag regarded Kalee with narrowed eyes. “Careful, Sparrow. You’re beginning to sound like that gurska spawn yourself.”

Kalee seethed silently. 

“Why?” she asked again.

Aleka walked over to the wooden column and adjusted the flela’s tether, idly pulling on knots with crooked, bony fingers. 

“Beware the rotten limb,” she cautioned after a moment. “Strong and sturdy though it may appear, once you’ve trusted your weight to it, and you’ve walked out beyond the reach of the other branches, it will break and bring you down with it.”

Kalee scowled. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The woman’s hands paused as she sighed. 

“So many questions. All answered in time, yes. By time, even. But you’ve yet to ask the question that you came to ask.”

Kalee narrowed her eyes. 

Maybe it was a mistake to come here. This old woman is crazy. And I’ll become crazy, too, if I become her pupil. Being a haadis isn’t so bad, she tried to convince herself. Besides, I could always get claimed next sunlife by a mentor who isn’t Seen.

Aleka seemed to hear her thoughts. 

“There is no one else for you, Sparrow. Because no one else understands you. Even you don’t understand who you are. What you are. Why you are. Fate, it seems, has conspired to give you no choice.”

“You conspired, not fate!” Kalee accused scathingly. 

Aleka grinned and shrugged. 

Kalee glared at the woman, “I think I’d rather be a haadis.”

The old woman scoffed and shook her head. 

“We both know that you have no place among those flightless imalkuu, little Sparrow. You were made to fly.”

Deep down, Kalee knew Aleka was right. She had no other choice. She exhaled a long, slow breath, then lifted her chin and looked the old crone square in the eyes.

“Sunbirth bring you warmth, Aleka the Oldest.”

The old woman grinned and closed the door behind Kalee.
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Chapter 4: Trial
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Consciousness crashed over Peter like a storm wave over jagged rocks, bringing with it blinding pain. He tried to cry out, but the sound that left his throat was ragged and pitiful.

When Peter next awoke, it was gradual, weighted with the sense that something was wrong. The last vestiges of his dreams receded like a wave returning to the ocean, leaving a thin film of unease. Turbulent thoughts frothed through his mind. Dark seas. Blinding lightning. Deafening thunder. Splintered wood. And the smell of salt. 

He cracked his eyes and the dark thoughts retreated. The smell of salt remained. 

Something was wrong. 

It was too bright. He squeezed his eyes shut, shifting uncomfortably. His hammock didn’t cradle him the way it normally did. He couldn’t hear Shelly’s soft breathing nearby.

Shelly. 

His eyes snapped open. 

She was dead. She’d been shot. 

Or had they crashed in a shipwreck? 

A violent wave had thrown them onto the rocks. 

No, he’d been high in the air, plummeting toward the ground. 

As his mind flailed between dreams and reality, his eyes adjusted to the light. He lay beneath a white ceiling. In his periphery, he saw white curtains on either side. The familiar wooden beams of the abandoned sail-making factory were nowhere to be seen. He splayed his fingers against the fabric sheets he lay on. A bed, not his hammock. 

Wait a minute. 

He splayed his fingers again. Only his right hand responded. He couldn’t feel his left. He lifted his hands to his face, but only his right arm swung clumsily into view. With a panicked yelp, he sat up. 

A wave of nausea battered him back down. Stars swam behind his eyelids. 

His mind sank below the waves.

He followed Shelly down a sun-bleached dock, the light ocean breeze ruffling her pretty blue dress. Waves lapped at the pilings, and seagulls cried overhead. 

“Can you imagine it?” she asked over her shoulder. “A whole new world out there. Full of wonders and secrets. Things no one’s ever seen. I met a sailor who went to the Unlit Continent. He said a single day there is a hundred here. And at night, the sky burns with dancing green flame. I would like to see that someday.” She smiled back at Peter. “Wouldn’t you?”

Peter tried to respond, but he couldn’t speak.

At the dock’s end, Shelly strode up a gangway onto an old steamship. Not any old steamship, Peter realized, but the one from the history books. The one which had carried the legendary explorer Sigmund Drybus on his expedition nearly three quarters of a century ago. The one which had opened the borders of the known world.

Eagerly, Peter started up the gangplank, but a firm hand pressed against his chest, stopping him from boarding. The weathered face of Sigmund himself frowned as the explorer shook his head, then strode past Peter up the plank. Once aboard, he cast off the gangplank and the ship’s coal-fired engine coughed to life with a belch of thick, black smoke.

Shelly smiled at him from the gunwale.

“Aren’t you coming, Peter?”

He couldn’t move, and no words came from his mouth.

Suddenly, the sky darkened, and the wind howled. Shelly’s dress whipped and snapped in the rising tempest. The sea swelled behind her. 

Peter tried to shout, to warn Shelly, but he made no sound. 

“Peter?” she asked again, a quizzical smile playing on her lips.

A wave rose up to loom high above them. Peter couldn’t yell, couldn’t move. The crest curled over, and the water came crashing down upon them. Peter remained rooted to the dock as the angry, foaming sea pummeled him. 

When the water receded, Shelly lay crumpled on the wooden planks. But they were no longer by the sea. They were at the cloudship docks on the cliffs overlooking Fogdon.

Shelly lay sprawled, a dark stain spreading beneath her.

She turned her head to Peter, fear in her eyes. 

“Peter?”

He tried to reach out, but couldn’t move.

She grimaced in pain and cried, “Peter!”

“Peter!”

“Peter. Can you hear me? That is your name, isn’t it?”

It wasn’t Shelly’s voice. 

“They told me your name was Peter. I need you to wake up, Peter.”

Peter’s eyes fluttered open. A blurry shape loomed above him. He blinked and felt warm, wet tears slide down his cheeks. The shape sharpened into a woman’s stern face. A white cloth covered her hair.

“There we go. How are you feeling?”

“Awful,” Peter mumbled.

“Good. Feeling anything is better than nothing at all. Follow my finger with your eyes, please.”

Peter tracked her finger as it orbited his field of vision.

“Good. Now wiggle your toes. There. You’re lucky your arm took most of the impact instead of your neck.”

“Where is it?” he croaked out.

“What’s that?”

“My arm. Can’t feel it. Can’t move it.”

“It’s there,” she said matter-of-factly. 

Then, seeing his worried expression, she gently pulled his right hand across his chest to rest on a long, hard lump laying on the bed next to him. 

“It’s in a brace,” she explained. “Multiple fractures and a broken wrist. Trust me, it’s a good thing you can’t feel it right now.”

“Where am I?” he asked, though he had a pretty good guess.

“You’re at the hospital in Fogdon,” she confirmed. 

That explains the smell of salt air. 

Now that he was listening, he caught the faint rhythm of waves outside. The hospital sat on a rise next to the ocean, across the city from the cloudship docks.

“Now,” she continued, “you need to eat something. Do you think you can sit up?”

“No.”

“I’ll help you.” She stepped behind his head. “Here we go.” 

The top half of the bed tilted up with a ratcheting sound until he was in a reclined sitting position. White curtains enclosed him on three sides. A bright square of sunlight on the curtains hinted at a window behind him. The nurse stepped into view, wearing a white gown and apron. She proffered a glass of water, and Peter took it with his right hand. It trembled in his grasp, spilling a little onto the sheets. The nurse watched as he slowly brought the glass to his lips, and sipped. The water soothed his dry throat. He drained the glass and held it out.

“Can I have some more?”

She took the glass, set it down, and picked up a bowl. 

“Eat first.”

The bowl held shrimp stew. Lukewarm, but good. 

Between mouthfuls, he asked, “Excuse me, nurse, how long have I been here?”

“They brought you in five nights ago. You’ve been unconscious for most of that time.”

“Did they bring anyone else in with me?” Peter asked, daring to hope that Shelly might be alive.

The nurse hesitated. 

Then, with a sad look, she said only, “Eat up. You’ll need your strength.”

“For what?”

She glanced at the foot of his bed. There, an iron manacle was clasped around a bar on the bed rail. The attached chain disappeared under the sheets. 

“I’m afraid your trial is today.” 

Peter’s stomach plummeted at the words. Trial. Today. No time to escape, no time to plan.

The nurse cast him one last sad look, then turned and swept through the curtain.

Peter moved his feet, and a metal cuff dug into his right ankle. The weight of the events five nights ago crashed down on him then, leaving him floundering under a deluge of fear, guilt, and regret. 

Five nights ago, he had been flying. Now, he was sinking.

How did I get here?

A moment later, the nurse returned, followed by a man wearing ornate red and gold robes and holding a gray bundle. Wordlessly, he tossed the bundle onto the small side table and walked to the foot of the bed, producing a key from inside his robes. 

“Can you walk?” the nurse asked, as the man removed Peter’s restraint.

“I think so.”

Peter gritted his teeth and pushed himself upright. Stars danced in his vision, but not as incapacitating as before. He looked down at his left arm, where a scaffolding of steel rods and leather straps encased the entire limb. He pulled the sheets back and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Only then did he realize he wore nothing but a diaper of white linen. The nurse and the well-dressed man stared at him. He ignored the flush crawling up his neck. 

“My clothes?”

“Shall be returned when deemed appropriate,” the well-dressed man said, his voice ringing with stiff formality. “For now, you may don the garment on the table.” 

He indicated the gray bundle.

Peter eased his feet to the cool tile floor, then stood from the bed. He turned his head and got his first look at the window in his room. It stood open, though an iron grate stretched across the outside. Through the bars, and past a stand of palm trees just outside, the endless expanse of the Chanceless Ocean extended to the horizon. 

With a sigh, he turned to the gray bundle. He took a step toward it, but his unsteady knees buckled. He stumbled forward, catching himself on the table. 

The nurse appeared by his side, laying a hand on his arm. 

“Do you need help getting dressed?”

“No,” Peter growled with more hostility than he intended. 

The nurse gave him another sad look, then returned to stand by the well-dressed man. 

Peter picked up the bundle, and unfolded it into a baggy gray one-piece garment. The clothing of a prisoner. Frowning, he brought it back to the bed, sat down, and struggled into it using his one good hand. 

The man watched impassively. The nurse frowned at her feet. 

Peter wrestled the sleeve over his brace, each movement sparking pain. When he finally fastened the last button, he turned toward the others.

“Hold still,” the man said. He knelt down at Peter’s feet and reattached the manacles, one to each ankle, before standing up and turning without looking at Peter. “Follow me.”

The nurse pulled aside a fold of the curtain, and the man stepped through. Peter shuffled after him, chain clinking and dragging against the white-tiled floor. On the other side of the curtain, two more men fell into place behind Peter. Dressed in white uniforms trimmed with gold, they were unmistakably City Watch. Peter had learned to avoid that particular uniform during his years with Shelly. Two Watchmen mere feet behind him caused every instinct in him to scream “run!” He forced a deep breath, then followed the well-dressed man through a heavy door, down a hallway, and into a wide cafeteria. 

Long tables filled the room, occupied by a scattering of people, eating or chatting in low voices. Bandages, wheeled chairs, and simple white gowns pervaded the hall. As their small procession wound through the tables of the sick and wounded, conversation faded. He could feel the stares from a hundred eyes. Muttered whispers flickered between tables, spreading like wildfire. Peter caught snippets from those he walked by.

“That’s the bastard what nearly made off with Radiant.”

“. . . him and some young girl, I heard . . .”

“. . . I heard they shot her dead . . .”

“. . . word is, they were heading for Devil’s Gate . . .”

“. . . forgot the fore mooring, dumb bastard . . .”

“. . . left the ship hanging ass-up, near vertical . . .”

“. . . took until dawn to haul ’er back down . . .”

He kept his head down, though he had no doubt the cafeteria’s patrons could see the flush in his cheeks. Their small entourage crossed the cafeteria, into a short hallway, and out onto the street. There, two horseless carriages waited, their small engines rattling softly. Peter spotted barred windows on the second carriage, and wasn’t surprised when his escorts nudged him toward it. The well-dressed man went to the other carriage. 

Peter climbed in carefully, the Watchmen following without a word. The engine’s rattling purr grew into a growling clatter as the carriage lurched forward on the cobblestones. 

Despite the circumstances, Peter was intrigued. He’d never ridden in a motorized carriage before. To his disappointment, the inside looked just like any ordinary horse-drawn one. He wasn’t sure what he had expected. 

Surely, a radical new means of propulsion should have a fancy modern interior to match. 

He wished he could sit up next to the driver and see the controls and the engine. Instead, he contented himself with looking out the window. 

Most of the buildings they passed were constructed of reddish-brown stone, the same color as the cliffs overlooking the city. Palm trees dotted the streets, their fronds swaying lazily in the ocean breeze. He watched the streets pass with uneasy curiosity. He had walked these streets a thousand times, pickpocketed on these corners, hidden in these alleys. But now, with Shelly dead and his own fate sealed, the streets looked foreign, unfamiliar. It felt like an entirely different world.

The carriages wound through the crowded city, climbing steadily toward a cluster of grand buildings on a small hill. Lord’s Hill was the only area of the city Peter had never been; too many City Watchmen prowling about for his liking. At the heart of the hill, a tall white tower gleamed in the morning sun. Known as the White Spire, it had served as the seat for generation after generation of Belban kings. Now, with Belbany under the Golden Emperor’s rule, the tower belonged to the country’s Imperial Chancellor. 

The carriage came to a stop in front of a round building, ringed with white columns. A great glass dome capped the building.

The door to the carriage opened, and the driver beckoned Peter out. He slid awkwardly from the carriage, careful not to snag his chain on the step. The well-dressed man walked over from the first carriage. 

“You will follow me. Trial awaits.”

They climbed a set of wide, shallow steps that passed between the columns. Two brass-trimmed doors swung open as they approached. The well-dressed man led them inside without a break in his stride. They entered a dimly lit foyer leading to another set of doors. 

The well-dressed man stopped and turned to look at Peter. 

“You will wait here until told to enter the trial chamber.” 

He nodded to Peter’s guards, then disappeared through a side door. Peter stared at the inner doors, fearing what awaited beyond. 

A moment later, the outer doors behind him swung open, ushering in a large square of sunlight in which three shadows stood framed. Peter turned to see two more Watchmen escorting a third figure into the dim room. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CLOW

CAP 1Al

i

!

s

—= NP

;!'l I

—%W






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





