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 Chapter 1

Zoe and Kayla

Zoe met Kayla by accident on the bridge overlooking
Lover’s Pond. It was a brisk, slightly foggy morning and Zoe was
out on her usual jog around the lake (something she did to keep
herself busy between waking in the morning and heading off for
schooling, more so than staying fit or healthy). As she crossed the
bridge at just past six fifteen (she remembered the time well
because it was ten minutes earlier than when she would normally
cross the pond; her feet felt so much lighter that day), Zoe
stopped to take in the sounds and smells of the morning, which on a
day like this—as the dew dripped off the flowers and the soft hint
of moisture caressed her face—was just delightful. She leaned up
against the rail to let the rays of the sun breaking through the
thinning fog warm her face and noticed something peculiar in the
water. It wasn’t a duck or a fish as one might expect to see in the
early morning, but a family of pearls dancing just above the water.
Zoe slid her head between the lowest rails to get a better look and
the pearls disappeared under the water. She strained to see where
they might have gone, but it was still too dark to get a real good
look into the normally crystal clear water. Maybe she had imagined
it.

Then Kayla was there. The splash of her hair pushed
Zoe back in surprise. She hit the bridge tremendously hard,
splintering not just the rail but her head just the same. She
slipped down to lay on the boards, halfway between complete
awareness and passing out. For the briefest of moments, Zoe swore
she saw a pair of fins splash up from under the water, but that was
just silly—mermaids (along with dozens of other such supernatural
creatures like ghosts, witches, demons and angels) only existed in
fairytale stories, like the fairest of them all, Little
Snow-White, read to her every night before bed when she was
just a babe learning to walk. It turns out that what Zoe thought
was a fin was simply the eccentric cut of the sea-green towel that
Kayla now wrapped around her brilliantly tan, flawless skin (though
these attributes could simply have been figments of the blur in
Zoe’s eyes).

“Are you okay?” Kayla asked. Her voice was kind and
sweet—maybe a little too sweet—as was her touch. The towel felt
comfortably familiar against her skin, soft and pleasant, as if she
was back home playing with her family’s sheep. It felt good to know
that the fleece she sheared didn’t actually go to waste, though she
knew it was most likely mixed with Gail and Timber’s cotton to make
it ever so softer.

Zoe pressed her hand to the back of her head where
warm blood trickled down her neck. “I think so,” she said, her
voice gruff and a little groggy, though it was completely
understandable why.

“I’m sorry for scaring you,” Kayla said as she
helped sit Zoe up against the rails. “I thought you were a
caretaker.”

“I thought you were a mermaid.”

Kayla laughed. “I wish to Heather I was. That would
be awesome. I love swimming.”

“Me, too. But not enough to break the rules.” A
standing rule of Quorum Circle nobles was that no one shall ever go
swimming without a noble present, to be both lifeguard and watch
tower. Zoe and Kayla were both still much too young to understand
exactly why.

“You aren’t going to tell anyone, are you?” Kayla
was fraught with anxiety, which made Zoe wonder if Kayla had been
caught before. Was the punishment for such an act that bad? Perhaps
it was for a second (or third, or maybe even fourth) offense.

“I won’t say anything,” Zoe said.

“It’ll be our secret?”

“Yeah.”

Kayla wrapped her arms around Zoe with delightful
fervor. “Thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you.”

Zoe hissed as Kayla’s appreciation bit at her
wound.

“Sorry,” Kayla said.

“It’s okay. Just promise you won’t do it
anymore.”

Kayla stood and held her pinkie high in the air. “I
swear on the heart of Heather, I will never again swim alone.” It
was a promise Zoe accepted as truth, but one that wasn’t about to
be honored. Kayla would return to the pond at the crack of sunrise
at least once a week, and though Zoe suspected as such, she never
confronted Kayla about it, or ever told anyone. She wouldn’t have
been much of a friend if she did.

Zoe smiled and slipped back to the boards, quite
dizzy and sick.

“We better get you back home,” Kayla said. She
helped Zoe to her feet, resting the patient’s arm around her neck
for balance the way she saw her caretaker, Daniel, do for Thomas
after celebrating the start of his seventeenth year of breath,
though that was for other reasons altogether—reasons Kayla wasn’t
allowed to find out about for another few years. “Where do you
live?”

“Pasture Ranch,” Zoe said. “Near the back
winds.”

“Feather my tail,” Kayla chirped. “How’d you get so
lucky?”

“Lucky? Why? Where do you live?”

“Just outside the hub in industry squalors.”

Zoe laughed, not because Kayla lived there (though
the only time she was ever allowed to spend there was when she
helped Francis drop off the newest crop of fleece for production),
but because of what she called it. Kayla still seemed to take
offense. “I’m sorry,” Zoe said to rectify the misunderstanding.
“I’ve never heard it called that before.”

“Yeah.”

Zoe wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but she let
it go. For all she knew, she’d never again see Kayla. They may have
been a part of the same community, but they were from two very
different worlds. Where Pasture Ranch, with its peaceful ambiance
and extravagant views, was believed by most to be an Eden, Industry
Quarters (even with its complete lack of crime, decent standard of
living and the decadent aroma of bread and other fine, delicious
scents that filled the air) was considered a slum—what with the
absurd amounts of lumber art and the near-constant holler of
machines. In the scheme of it all, Industry Quarters was a far
better place to live than even the best place in the rest of the
world—or so the students were taught—but it was still a small,
overly crowded burg compared to the vastness of farms that
stretched for miles along the eastern edge of the Horizon Desert
(which itself stretched west as far as the eye could see and then
some). Only a dozen cultivators were allowed to raise animals and
till the land. Everyone else was otherwise banned from stepping
foot upon it (unless it was your turn to study and learn pertinent
farming methods)—not because of any old quorum rule, mind you, but
because the caretakers believed the farms were sacred and had to be
treated as such. So it was with Kayla, a free spirit unafraid to
break the rules set by man, but unwilling to break the unwritten
rules set by her god.

“What’s wrong?” Zoe said, knowing full well of her
reticence.

“Can you make it back from here?” Kayla asked.

“Come on, scaredy-cat. It doesn’t hurt.” Zoe pulled
Kayla across the imaginary line separating the exceptional from the
ordinary. Within that first step, Kayla cried out and jumped back,
shaking. It wasn’t long at all before Kayla was running back down
the path toward the Grand Hub, obviously heading home to Industry
Quarters. Zoe lowered her head with a little bit of shame and a
little bit offended. She wondered if there was anything she could
do or say that would change this ridiculous mindset that residents
of Pasture Ranch were somehow better—more revered—than everyone
else. It wasn’t true; in fact, if anything, Zoe was more like Kayla
than any of her fellow cultivators.

When she got back home, Frances and Maisy, Zoe’s
caretakers and a lively pair of hoodwinks, stood on the porch
watching her walk from the edge of the cornfield to the warping
steps. To her surprise, instead of being angry and upset about
being late for her morning studies, Maisy hugged and kissed
her.

“Thank Heather,” Maisy said. “I’ve been worried
sick. Where have you been?”

“I was on my run and I fell and hit my head.” Zoe
revealed her bloody palm.

“Frances, hurry. Get the physician.”

“I’m okay,” Zoe assured her.

But Maisy was her caretaker, thus obligated to care
for her. She pulled at Zoe’s hair, searching for the wound to see
how bad it actually was. “What were you doing?”

“I was playing with my friend,” Zoe said, careful
not to reveal Kayla’s indiscretion. She may have insulted her by
running off the way she did but she still wouldn’t tattle on
her.

“Which friend?”

Zoe opened her mouth to say and then realized she
didn’t even know her name. How odd and rude was that?

“Why is everyone scared of us?” Zoe asked
instead.

Maisy smiled and hugged her. “Come on,” she said,
shuffling Zoe into the house. “Let’s clean you up.”

The physician, Nestor, arrived about an hour later.
By then, the wound had all but congealed. He cut it back open
anyway, not only to make sure that it hadn’t gotten infected, but
to allow his ward, JD, to learn the fine art of sutures. JD’s hands
were shaky and he apologized each time he poked Zoe with the needle
(which was a lot). Zoe giggled every time he did, hoping it would
make JD more comfortable. When he finally finished (taking much
longer than it should have, especially with Zoe only receiving
three stitches), Zoe smiled and shook his hand.

“Thank you,” she said and kissed him on the cheek.
He blushed; it was so cute.

None of it, though, healed the real wound Zoe
obtained that day. In fact, there wasn’t any medicine or cure in
the world, much less inside Nestor’s bag of tricks, that could. Zoe
knew of only one way to do that, an opportunity that presented
itself the very next morning. Frances was to go into Industry
Quarters to collect orders for the fresh crop of corn that was
about ready to harvest, and Zoe, with her fluttering eyes and
cherub smile, talked him into skipping her morning studies to go
with him.

The day started with a stop at the Milk Wagon, home
to the most superb French toast she had ever eaten. They took a
seat near the back—the booth in the corner that allowed her the
perfect view of the mountains, and at the same time, sight of
anyone and everyone who came in to eat. When Greta, the owner of
the Milk Wagon (and a delight in any conversation) served their
breakfast, she pinched Zoe’s cheek with the affection of a
caretaker, a habit that lasted for many years, and one Zoe would
never tire of. She even joined them at one point to discuss the
merits of a book Zoe was tasked to read—and one she didn’t
understand in the least (unlike many others, which she understood
with great aplomb). It was hard to leave, and not just because her
stomach was so weighted down by the sugary and syrupy and buttery
sweetness of her breakfast. Greta was very insightful, genuine and
caring—qualities that weren’t always present in everyone she met
(and had yet the pleasure of meeting). But Zoe was on a mission;
finding Kayla had to remain her top priority. She pulled at
Frances’ arm and begged for his cooperation, ending his
conversation prematurely. His apologies weren’t necessary as Zoe
all but dragged him out the door.

Once in Industry Quarters, Zoe snuck away to find
Kayla. Little did she know that Kayla had training in the Palisade
Mines and wouldn’t return until sunset. To stall, Zoe asked Frances
to show her how to take orders; something she would eventually have
to learn anyway. Problem was, it ended up making the work go
faster. Once she proved she could do it without any help, Frances
had them split up—cover more ground in a shorter amount of time.
Zoe thought about “losing” her order sheets so that they would have
to retake them, but that would be ethically wrong; she couldn’t do
that. With an hour before sunset, and all orders taken, Frances
collected them up and they headed for the Grand Hub. Lucky for Zoe,
Frances ran into Victor, a shopkeeper in the Quarters, to gather
the next week’s worth of stock. The two fell into a long
discussion, yammering on about fishing at Fallen Island and how
good the crop was this year. Zoe couldn’t believe they could talk
so long and so much about the same boring topics, but it did keep
them there long enough for Kayla and her study group to return. Zoe
immediately apologized for trying to force her to do something she
didn’t want to do.

“Can we be friends?” Zoe asked.

“Yeah,” Kayla said, hugging Zoe with a bear hug so
tight it popped her shoulders.

“Who’s your friend, Zoe?” Frances said, resting his
hand on Zoe’s shoulder.

“Kayla,” Kayla said, stretching her hand out for
Frances to shake.

“Nice to meet you Kayla,” Frances said. “Where’d you
two meet?”

“I told you yesterday,” Zoe said. “She helped me
when I hit my head, remember?”

“Of course. How soon I forget. Thank you for your
help, Kayla. Now, we better be getting back.”

“Can I stay here tonight?”

“Not tonight, Zoe.”

“Please,” Kayla said. “I’d really like her to
stay.”

“Please,” Zoe added.

Both of their faces were cuter than a newborn bunny,
as their little baby teeth (Kayla’s front teeth, having already
been replaced by fully grown adult teeth, actually made her look a
little bit like a rabbit) sparkled bright in the setting sun under
their constant pleas, their folded hands and adorable eyes. How
could he not give in to that?

“Thank you,” Zoe said and hugged Kayla again. They
jumped up and down together.

“This is going to be the best,” Kayla said.

The two of them ran off hand in hand, leaving
Frances with nothing but a smile and the satisfaction of having
made the right choice.

From that day on—and for the next eight years—Zoe
and Kayla were nearly inseparable. They spent all of their free
time together running, swimming, homework, chores, rock climbing,
cooking and even sometimes sleep (though whenever they had a
midnight sleepover, it was always at Kayla’s, as there was no way
Zoe was ever going to talk her into staying the night in Pasture
Ranch). Whatever it was, they loved each other’s company, possibly
because the secret they shared bound them in a trust that only came
around once every eclipse.

It really was something special.


 


 Chapter 2

A Secret Morning Swim

On the morning that marked the beginning of Kayla’s
eighteenth year of breath, Zoe got up an hour before the rooster’s
crow and headed into Industry Quarters. She had never walked the
streets at night before so it was a bit scary, but also quite
amazing. The smell of baking bread was at its strongest and the
bright glow of the full moon turned the artwork all around her into
a fluorescent wonderland. It made it all the more brilliant to lie
back in the shadows and watch a couple of kids turn paint into such
beautiful pictures. She almost wanted to join them in taking brush
in hand but she had something much more pressing to do, and time
was of the essence.

Zoe inched her way through the slightly wilted
bushes surrounding Kayla’s house and pressed her hands firmly on
the glass of her bedroom window. Kayla never locked her window so
it was quite easy to open and crawl in without rousing her, though
she hoped the change in noise level from the roar of the machines
didn’t do it for her. Thankfully, Kayla was still asleep when the
room returned to silence. Zoe snuck up to Kayla’s bureau and
shoveled her swimming suit, towel and a change of clothes into her
pack, a task that took longer than expected (it couldn’t just be
any old clothes; it had to at least look good together). When she
was happy with what she had chosen, Zoe tiptoed back to Kayla’s bed
and kissed her cheek.

“Wake up, sleepy,” she whispered into Kayla’s
ear.

Kayla groaned and rolled over. “Go away.”

“Kayla, wake up,” Zoe said, shaking her
shoulder.

When Kayla finally realized who it was, she sat up
quickly and looked around as if her caretakers were hiding in the
walls, waiting for just the right reason to take her to Quorum
Circle for punishment. “Zoe,” she whispered. “What in Heather’s
name are you doing here? What time is it?”

“It’s time to give you my gift.”

Each year, to mark the day of a person’s first
breath, caretakers and friends would do something special for that
person, from taking over that day’s chores to whisking them off to
Serenity Lake for a grand snorkel, so long as it was something that
was unique to the presenter of the gift. For this, the last gift
Zoe would ever give Kayla, she wanted to do something more amazing
than life. She pulled Kayla out of bed.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s a secret. Come on.”

Kayla felt a little blushed walking the streets of
Industry Quarters in her sleeping gown, especially when they passed
Henry (who had a not-so-secret crush on Kayla) sweeping flour out
of his caretaker’s factory.

“Where are you two lovely ladies headed off to so
early?” Henry said.

“No time to chat,” Zoe said, keeping from making eye
contact. If she had, she would have felt obligated to stop, and Zoe
was in far too much a hurry to do that. Henry did it for her.

“Just wait, I’ll come with.” Henry set the broom
against the inside of the door and jogged after them. “Wait
up.”

Now Zoe had to stop. “You can’t come, Henry.” Her
hand was outstretched, keeping him from coming any closer. Kayla
was pulled in behind her.

“Why? What’s the big deal?”

“I’m giving Kayla her gift. This is for her and I
alone. So if you don’t mind…”

“Her gift? What could you possibly be giving her
this early?”

“None of your business,” Kayla interjected. She
stepped around Zoe, who felt a little honored and shocked (though
she didn’t know why). “Now be a good little boy and get back to
work. Go on.” She waved her hand. How Kayla could get away with
that was beyond Zoe, even if Henry was a year younger than her (and
no more than a couple of months older than Zoe, for that matter).
Maybe she was using his infatuation against him.

Then again, maybe not.

“No. I want to see what this is.”

“We aren’t moving until you leave,” Kayla said.

“That’s fine. I have all day.”

“We don’t,” Zoe whispered to Kayla. She acknowledged
her, but with only the slightest turn of her head so that Henry
might not notice.

“I don’t want to have to get physical,” Kayla said.
Her voice was strong, commanding. “But I will if I have to.”

“Do you promise?” Henry said, which disgusted Kayla
to no end.

“Just leave us alone.”

“Tell me where you’re off to and maybe I will.”

“No.”

Henry shrugged. Zoe grew ever more irritated. The
sun would be up soon; once it was, her gift would be ruined. If she
weren’t such a lady (or had been taught to be such by her
caretakers), she probably would have popped him one (or urged Kayla
to, in the very least) just to make her point. Luckily, she didn’t
have to.

“Is there a problem here?” Luke said as he slowly
sauntered up to them. In tow behind him were a few others,
including Alan and Harper—a group dubbed the Heather Biters (so
known because of their tendency to bite the hand that fed them),
for which Kayla was a supportive member. Zoe didn’t know them well,
but she was fully aware of the group (as was almost everyone in
Heather), which was comprised mostly of folks from Industry
Quarters—though recruitment also spanned to the Palisade Mines and
Fishers Wharf—who didn’t care much for the laws of Heather. They
avoided the teachings of the church and fought for a longer, more
fulfilling life, even if that meant living in fear of becoming
destitute. They were small, often detested, but were loyal to a
fault; something Zoe was proud to believe came from her via
Kayla.

Henry shifted back as the three of them stepped
between him and Kayla. “No problem,” he said.

“We need to go,” Zoe said, this time louder, hoping
the Heather Biters would hear.

“You go ahead,” Luke said. He crossed his arms,
never once taking his eyes from Henry. “We’ll make sure he doesn’t
follow you.”

“Thank you.” Zoe pulled Kayla away, looking back a
couple of times to make sure the Heather Biters didn’t go and do
anything drastic. She didn’t want Henry to follow (and if she had a
choice, she wouldn’t ever have to lay eyes on him again), but at
the same time, she didn’t believe he deserved to get hurt.

Kayla’s attention, though, remained on Zoe, excited
to find out where exactly they were going, which as it turned out,
just so happened to be where they first met—Lover’s Pond.

“What are we doing here?” Kayla asked. The crisp air
nipped at her skin.

“What else?” Zoe tossed Kayla her summing suit.

Kayla was a bit confused until Zoe stripped down to
her very own suit. “Are you crazy?” Kayla said.

“No more crazy than you’ve ever been.” With a smile,
Zoe leapt into the water.

Kayla huffed a laugh. Knowing how much Zoe hated her
for swimming off hours, to see her at the center of those dark
ripples verified what a truly great friend she was. She couldn’t
have asked for a better gift.

“What are you waiting for,” Zoe said, “a noble? Get
your tiny little behind in this pond already.”

Kayla quickly changed out of her sleeping gown and
was swimming alongside Zoe in no time flat. As the rising sun
warmed the water, Kayla caught Zoe by surprise and dunked her. When
Zoe was able to rise (coughing up a fit after swallowing some
water), she sprinted after Kayla to return the favor. This type of
horseplay, as well as challenging each other to see who could hold
their breath the longest, who could throw a rock the farthest, and
how straight they could do a handstand under water, lasted until
the sun had risen well past the tip of the mountain peak. A noble
would arrive shortly to check that the pond life was fed and that
no extraneous trash had found its way in from the ocean.

“Time to get back, I guess,” Kayla said. She was
disappointed, and understandably so.

“What’s the hurry?” Zoe rose from the pond and
pulled the towels from her pack. She set them out at the edge of
the pond and lied down. “It’s too nice a day to rush back.”

Kayla quickly joined her, soaking it all in. “You
are amazing,” she said finally. “Thank you for this.”

“Anything for my best friend,” Zoe said. “I’ll be
honest, though. I never thought it would be this much fun. I
totally get why you do it now.”

“Let that be a lesson to you. Listen to me more
often.”

“Consider me schooled.”

They laughed, interrupted only by the arrival of the
noble (Jonas, if Zoe wasn’t mistaken).

“What are you two doing out here this early?” Jonas
asked. “You haven’t been swimming, have you?”

“Of course not,” Zoe said quickly, shocking Kayla.
“It’s Kayla’s day of breath and I thought it would be nice to join
her in getting a good tan for her party tonight. That’s all.”

Jonas eyed them carefully. Zoe smiled, almost
reaching complete flirtation. It wasn’t that hard to do. With his
height, his chiseled jaw and what could have only been rock-solid
abs, if Jonas had been ten years younger, Zoe would have had no
problem coupling with him if he asked. Kayla added a wink for good
measure. Jonas hinted at his own smile before crossing the bridge
to go about his work.

Kayla tried hard to keep it quiet, but there was no
chance of hiding her laughter. “I never would have guessed you to
be this devious,” she said.

“I learn,” Zoe said, laughing along with her.

The rest of the morning was spent tanning in between
cool dips under the supervision (and flirtatious twinkle) of Jonas,
talking about Kayla’s upcoming party, what others may gift her with
this year, and which boys they’d like to companion with (and some
they’d just like to companion). The physician’s ward, JD, who had
just celebrated his seventeenth breath a month before and looked
hotter and studlier than any other boy their age, was the only one
they agreed on (and one they swore never to pursue lest the other
live through a horribly degrading embarrassment). It was all a much
needed breath of fresh air, especially for Kayla, who hadn’t had a
carefree day for quite some time. But as the sun hit its peak at
midday, Kayla spun their light and airy chats into a topic that Zoe
wasn’t at all comfortable discussing.

“I’m not going to the lottery tomorrow.”

Saying such a thing felt almost blasphemous. Zoe
really didn’t know how to respond. “But you have to,” she ended up
saying. “It’s mandatory.”

“Yeah, but I’ll be dead in a matter of weeks anyway.
So what’s the point?”

She was right, and Zoe had nothing but compassion
for that fact. Where God so loved the world, Heather, for whom the
very few dared to dub “the goddess of condemnation,” held a much
crueler hand over her inhabitants. Every seventeen years, under her
ever-watchful eye, an eclipse would render the entire land dark,
and in its wake, Heather herself would remove the soul of every man
and woman who had surpassed the age of seventeen years and take
them home to the land of the unknown nothing. Why Heather required
such an excessive sacrifice for the special bounty of riches she so
graciously provided (which included ever flourishing crops and an
abundance of shops and eateries) was uncertain, but some believed
that it was a way to keep the land pure of evil and disease—a wrath
of cleansing, if you will—that probably went back as far as the
beginning of life itself. Not even the act of prayer or surrender
could keep someone from living past the age of thirty-four, or as
in Kayla’s case, the ripe young age of eighteen. Zoe completely
understood what Kayla was feeling and couldn’t fault her for
opening up to her. “It doesn’t seem fair, does it?”

“You’re damn right, it’s not fair. In what
just world is a little girl forced to suffer the heartbreak of
losing her entire family in one snap of the finger?” She, of
course, was speaking of her little sister, Lenoire (or as most
everyone called her, Lenny), who was given breath by Kayla’s
caretakers nine years after the last eclipse. Lenny was a rare
breed, branded with a sickness at birth, rendering her mute and
unable to relate to anyone except those she was familiar. It was
especially hard for her to accept change. If anything ever became
out of place, or if someone touched her the wrong way (as Zoe found
out once, stealing her nose was not a good idea), she would
go into a fit that couldn’t be quelled for anything. It was a hard
life to begin with, but Kayla loved Lenny more than the sun and the
stars, and having to leave her with strangers at this stage in her
life was unforgivable. “What kind of heartless god would do such a
thing?”

“I don’t know,” Zoe said. “But Heather is our god,
and she has her reasons.”

“She has no right.” Kayla wrapped her arms around
her knees and stared out at the horizon

“Maybe. But we have to believe that her reasons are
pure.”

“We aren’t all special like you, little miss child
of the eclipse.”

Zoe turned away. As a final gift for her people’s
sacrifice, Heather would bestow a child, born with the eclipse,
upon the land. Some believed this child held special powers (though
that has never been proven); still others believed that the child
inhabited every soul that was taken under the eclipse. No matter
the belief, one thing was certain—the child of the eclipse was
Heather’s voice, without whom crops would die, people would rise up
and the land would crumble. The child gave the residents hope that
one day her wrath would end. To use this status in a derogatory way
did hurt, but Zoe couldn’t take it personally. Kayla was just as
hurt by what was approaching and she needed to vent.

“Lenny doesn’t understand this whole game,” Kayla
continued, “and yet, tomorrow she’s going to be handed to some new,
unknown face just like that. And there’s nothing I can do about it.
So the way I see it, it’s better I don’t know who picks her.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you? Whoever it
is that picks her, you can help them. You can help Lenny.”

“The only way I can help Lenny is to steal her away.
Just take her and leave this place once and for all.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Why not? All we’d have to do is take your father’s
boat out to sea and let the winds carry us where they may. At least
then we might have a fighting chance.”

“A chance at what, exactly?”

“A long life. The most Lenny can hope for here is
seventeen more years. What kind of life is that? Really?”

“That’s the draw.”

“It’s a load of feathers is what it is.”

“Maybe,” Zoe said, “but I have to believe that all
life is a gift and we have to accept the time we’re given.” She
rubbed Kayla’s back lightly. “No matter what.”

“I know.”

“Besides, you don’t even know if leaving will do
anything.”

“Just because no one has ever come back doesn’t mean
anything.”

“You may be right. But what happens when you’re out
at sea and the eclipse takes your life anyway? What happens to
Lenny then? Instead of another seventeen fruitful years, she’ll
die, just like you. How can you possibly take that chance?”

This time Kayla had no answer. She fought back
tears. “You don’t get it,” she finally said. “You can’t possibly
understand. You’ve been blessed by Heather’s own hand. You were
born on the eclipse. You were picked by Maisy to live on the ranch.
You were given the chance at a full, complete life. And here I am,
born two weeks too early. How am I supposed to react to that?”

“Live.” Zoe held Kayla for another hour in silence
before they left to return to her home, which had been dressed in
streamers and banners and giant lights that lit up the entire
street.

“I can’t stay for the party,” Zoe said, a bit
guilty. “I have to harvest the north side of the field this
afternoon. But I hope you’ll give some thought to coming to the
lottery tomorrow. It won’t feel right without you there.”

“I will,” Kayla said, though it felt more polite
than sincere. Zoe squeezed the back of Kayla’s neck before
departing. When she was gone from view, Kayla went inside, drew
Lenny a bath and then took a nap before everyone arrived for her
day of breath party—one she couldn’t enjoy in the least. It was
meant to be a celebration, with cake and treats piled as high as
the sky, but this year it felt like nothing more than a living
wake. The only thing on her mind all night—and into the rise of the
next morning—was what would happen to Lenny after Heather stole
Kayla away from her. It was enough to curse the heavens and weep
for the possibility that she might, in a generous act of kindness,
be spared from her inevitable fate.


 


 Chapter 3

The Lottery

Zoe was up early, dressed in her best gown. A child
would be betrothed to her today, branding her an official caretaker
and blossoming her into a woman under the eyes of Heather, so she
wanted to look her absolute best. After all, it was a day to be
remembered; it was a day to be honored; it was a day to be
proud.

It was a day Zoe wanted so badly to share with her
best friend.

Maisy walked into Zoe’s bedroom with her hands
cupped around her mouth. “You look beautiful.”

Zoe blushed brighter than the rose in her hair. It
was a rare occasion when she would doll herself up like this
(church didn’t count, as she never put this much makeup on for
that, or wore anything quite as fancy), and when she did, all of
the admiration that came with it embarrassed her to no end. “Thank
you,” she said anyway to appease Maisy, who fixed the light curls
of Zoe’s hair a bit, bringing some forward across her chest.

“You nervous?”

“Not really,” Zoe said, though she wasn’t exactly
sure what she was feeling. “I’d feel better if I knew for sure
Kayla was going to be there.”

“She’ll be there,” Maisy assured. Zoe still couldn’t
fully believe that. “We better go if we want to make it on
time.”

Zoe brushed her gown to make sure any errant creases
were knocked out and walked with Maisy and Frances to the Grand
Hub, where everyone was gathered around the fountain in the main
square. The statue at the center, allowing water to fall from one
hand, flowers and plant life from the other, was the human
representation of Heather. No one knew for sure what Heather
actually looked like or whether she was even half as beautiful as
the creators believed her to be, so it was actually more of a
representation of the purity and sanctity of the land itself than
of the woman who had become the goddess.

To the north of the fountain, facing Industry
Quarters (so as to have the mountains of Palisade Mines as the
backdrop of the event), was a large stage with banners and flags in
several different colors flapping about in the wind. Each flag
represented a different community of Heather, one of which would be
given to each individual between the ages of fifteen and seventeen
to announce where each one would live for the next seventeen years.
Zoe wasn’t at all worried, as she would undoubtedly inherit her
caretaker’s farm, just as every other ward would inherit their
caretaker’s homes in their own communities. To those who did not
have a ward that would survive the eclipse, or was over the age of
eighteen—like Zoe’s neighbors, Georgia and Leland, whose ward,
Mason, was ten at the time of the last lottery, or Carlton of
Palisade Mines, who was fourteen at the last lottery and never
coupled—were obligated to give their homes up to wards of multiple
child families, based upon the scores they received in their
schooling exams. That meant that Kayla’s home was one that would be
given to a new family this year, adding to the burden of whoever
selected Lenny as their new ward.

Zoe looked for Kayla as everyone muddled around,
talking mostly about what age they wanted their wards to be or
where they hoped to be placed. Henry, being one of the eldest males
to participate in the lottery, was confident that he’d be given a
home in Pasture Ranch, due to his higher than high marks on his
butchering skills (which meant he was looking to take Raynor’s
house, where all the cattle was raised). By the time Terry, the
quorum headmaster, took to the stage, Kayla was still nowhere to be
found.

“To all residents of Heather,” Terry said with a
booming voice that traveled beyond the mountain pass, “let me
declare a good day to you all and welcome you to the lottery of the
forthcoming eclipse.”

Everyone applauded except for a very few, including
Zoe. A day ago, she would have been right there with them all, but
thanks to Kayla, she had become quite indifferent about the entire
thing. Was it right for Heather to do what she did, even if it was
for a pure or just reason? Zoe finally did start clapping, though
only when Frances and Maisy urged her to do so.

“Thank you,” Terry continued. “Now, to begin the
festivities, I would like to invite my ward and soon-to-be quorum
headmaster, Susanna, to speak to you all.”

This time Zoe did applaud alongside everyone else.
No matter what she felt about the impending events, there was no
cause for rudeness when dealing with the nobles. And Susanna, as
far as Zoe knew, was a nice girl and would make a very good
headmaster.

“Thank you all,” Susanna said as she waved for her
people to close their applause. Her voice was far from as loud as
Terry’s, but she still presented a clear and commanding presence.
“Thank you. You are all wonderful and I appreciate your kindness.
You know, I was just an infant when Terry selected me to be his
ward. And though I would never come to truly know my birthrights, I
am very gracious for all that Terry has provided me and taught me
over my sixteen years. I can only hope and pray upon Heather’s
gracious heart and kind hand that I am able to provide my ward with
the same amount of love that I was given, and that those of you who
will be watching over this land from Heather’s abode will be proud
of me and my rule.”

Zoe couldn’t help but be moved by the sentiment. It
was everything she ever wanted to say to her own caretakers.
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