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I am old, and tired of my life. These cold whisps of wind blowing my gray hair around remind me of how a tangled mess it has become. Not that I bother anymore. When my husband Junera was alive, I did care. And even more recently, when my Skaluni was here, but not anymore.

I sit apart from the others of my clan: the young, the old, those so-called “warriors”, the women, and those who don’t fit into any category. I am ashamed of them all. My grief, and more significantly—my anger, makes me want to never associate with those who squat a stone’s throw away. I want to move far from those I once considered my peers, my friends. Their blunders caused the death of my precious boy. I cannot forgive them. Not ever.

I turn my gaze out over this wondrous floating land of grassy prairie. I should still be amazed by it all, but only despair fills me. Skaluni was supposed to come with us. He saved us from the fires and destruction of our home world. He fashioned this floating landmass so we could escape and find a new life on Ayash.

Once we reach Ayash—that great moon we revere, I will live the rest of my miserable life alone. Perhaps the Howlers will visit from time to time, but the others, the villagers, I can do without.

I sigh as a young boy, only a season younger than Skaluni, walks up, smiles, and sits next to me. His warm hand takes mine, and I imagine I must feel chilly on his skin. His name is Raver and he is the youngest member of his family. He’s always been frail, thin, and pale. His bopa often remarked how Raver could not follow in the family tradition of hunting unless he grows more jool.

I don’t know how anyone can force something like that on a child. Rismor wants his son to be like him, and that I understand, but Raver wants to be himself, and he shows that in subtle ways. His hair covers his eyes, and I remember a few conversations I overheard Raver and his bopa had over that.

Raver stares at the ground as his sister, Nyser, walks up to me. Unlike her brother, she’s tall for her age, with long and smooth hair. She is a year older than Skaluni. She kneels beside me and embraces me before taking my other hand. These children are quite warm! I feel my heart melt. Perhaps I am being too hard on the others. Not everyone played a part in my child’s death. Certainly not these two.

We don’t speak, as there doesn’t seem to be anything worth saying. But tears form in Raver’s eyes and flow down his face. Nyser looks at him and does the same. The water lands on the soft grasses around us and I find myself joining in their sorrow. It comforts me to know they will miss my boy.

Our small band of three increases by several young mothers and their squirming children. As is tradition, we form a circle, sitting and clasping each other’s hands. The bowed heads and bodies express the grief they share with me. It moves me, making me wonder if I misjudged them. Did they care about Skaluni after all? Was their grief the same as mine?

But a man’s harsh voice interrupts our grieving.

“Raver! Nyser!” he calls. That warrior. I consider him a mere hunter, since all the men do is hunt these days. Dyalocal likes calling them warriors as if they are grand and important. But we haven’t fought an actual war for years. 

The hunter who calls to his children is one of several who loosed an arrow that killed my son. I cannot bear to look at him.

Raver and Nyser stand and glance at me, their red eyes still leaking tears.

Raver’s shoulders droop as he leans in, whispering. “Skaluni was my friend. I will miss him.”

“Thank you, Raver,” I reply, my voice breaking. “He liked you too.”

Nyser nods as she turns and walks away.

Soon the others leave until I sit alone once more, and my grief envelops me again. Only a few hours ago, my world was consumed by a great orange fire. Skaluni, my beautiful, wonderful adopted boy, died, caught in a crossfire between the hunters and the Howlers. After being struck with long, ugly arrows, his life bled out in minutes.

The Howlers had moved to the other end of the island, away from the hunters. Yet I know the hunters will go after them, and Skaluni’s sacrifice will be for naught.

I blame Dyalocal, the tribal elder, most of all. He encouraged everyone to mistreat the boy ever since he was soho. And why? Because Skaluni’s father, Cajus, a distinguished hunter of the tribe, died of a mysterious illness on the day he was born. And his mother, Verves, passed into the next life six years later. That was supposed to be the boy’s fault?

Ridiculous.

But there was something else. Something obvious to any newcomer who would have shared a meal with the tribe. Skaluni didn’t look like any of them. His hair was golden as the sun when he was happy, but by some miracle could change to red like fire when he felt angry, or white as snow when he was afraid. His eyes often reflected the richness of clear skies, and his skin the color of light clay that was found in the hills and valleys. But yet even his eyes and skin often varied in their hues. No one in recent memory had ever looked like he did, nor could they change their appearance as often as he seemed to; most of them had hair and eyes dark as night, and skin the tones of the Ilim they hunted for fur and food.

That was why they rejected him. Superstition and fear ruled all, as it ever had. Even my husband, Junera, who led the tribe for more than twenty years, would have looked upon the child with suspicion. But he was also a good man and would have stood up for this poor, innocent, beautiful child. At least, I would like to think so.

Tears flow freely as my body shakes. Sorrow drowns me, clouding my happiest memories of my past. Life is so cruel, so unfair, and I am utterly alone. I miss being his momo, and the pain from that loss is beyond bearable.

I take a full, deep breath, and another. I stare at these hands that will never hold my beloved Skaluni again. The skin is wrinkled, spotted in places, and can’t bear the cold like it used to. But my hands were an extension of my love for this boy I embraced so many times! I close my eyes, remembering when I tickled him and he would laugh until his skin, hair, and eyes changed to those happy colors! It made me feel important, and worthwhile.

I open my eyes and look at the tall green grass in front of me. The stems, topped with small purple flowers, trigger happy memories. Once, in our home world, Skaluni and I walked together across a long plain, filled with flowers just like these. I never stopped to smell them because my back and legs hurt, and bending over was more work and pain than I cared to experience. But Skaluni rolled around in the grasses, laughing and pretending he was an aughi. He even learned to bark like them until I thought his mimicking was uncanny.

I pluck a stem of the grass and bring it to the tip of my nose. I hesitate before inhaling deeply. I always assumed these purple flowers would give off an attractive fragrance. Yet it is anything but that, and I find myself choking on the smell of burnt wood.

Is this the same flower? How was it that Skaluni was as happy to bring these grasses to his face as he was with the sweet-smelling blooms that grew around the Forsaken Hut?

“Momo!”

I can hear his voice. It haunts my soul as it echoes in my mind.

“Momo! Come out and play!”

The sun’s warmth comes and goes, and I drift in and out of sleep. I can feel the floating island pitch in slightly different directions from time to time. When the wind turns cold, I find myself not caring. I don’t want to move, or talk, or eat. I simply want to remember my child’s last words repeated in my mind: a message to remember forever.

“I believe,” he had said. “Tell Dyalocal the Moon Spirits made me for a purpose. I will join them on Ayash and tell them you are coming. You...and the Howlers. Promise me? Please?”

The emotions of those terrible moments hit me with full force. I had knelt by his bleeding side as he spoke to me, his life slipping away. It was so hard to focus, to concentrate on his intentions, with everything erupting in chaos.

I ponder his words. “I will join them on Ayash and tell them you are coming.”

Was Skaluni only trying to make me feel better as he was dying? Or did he mean I would see him again?

That child never said anything he did not mean, which is another thing that set him apart from anyone else I have ever known. But did he plan to join with the spirits where they were traveling? Did that mean there is more than one spirit on Ayash? My people believe that each world or moon has one spirit that rules over it. Did Skaluni know something we do not?

I promised to convey Skaluni’s message to Dyalocal, and I will, but only when I choose, and not before. Even thinking of that man makes me angry.

I refocus. The boy assured me he would join us on Ayash; those words I would have expected someone else to say to bring me comfort. But he cannot join us on Ayash. He is dead, killed by the arrows of hunters, who tried to ward off the Howlers, the same beasts that this wonderful child created.

I feel worse. I hate those hunters!

I stay put on the soft grass, glancing toward the other villagers on occasion. They cluster together like a pile of rocks. Only a few dare to wander off to fetch fuel for their ever-growing fire. It is quite bright, and I imagine I can feel its warmth. But my pride causes me to stay away, though Raver and Nyser call me from time to time.

The sky turns dark, and the moon Ayash is easy to see. The stars seem brighter too. At this rate, I wonder if it will take several days before we reach Ayash since it still seems so far away. However, I suppose there is no rush as long as we have enough food and water to last the journey.

I assemble and organize the things I brought with me onto this floating landmass: some clothes, utensils, food, bedding, a tent, and a few toys Skaluni made for me when he was younger. I handle the toys carefully: a Howler, woven in long thick grasses, dead and brown; a fish made of clay we heated in a kiln we constructed, and a picture of us he drew on the skin of an Ilim. The image shows me holding his hand. Emotions sweep over me again and my pain reignites.

Weariness overtakes me so I clear my mind and pitch my small tent. Before long, my bedding is in its proper place, and the food bags are arranged. The air turns cold so I make a small fire. I sift through a few pieces of dried meat in one food bag before I find one to my liking. The cold air bites at my fingers and my face, causing this old body to shiver.

After I swallow the last of my meat, I’m more tired than ever. I barely have enough energy to put out my dying fire and crawl into bed. As soon as I lay down, I black out.

But at some point, I stir and open my eyes. It must be the dead of night, and it is so cold. So bitterly cold. What woke me? I listen and hear a voice. There it is again. Someone is calling to me, someone I know and love and so wish to see.

“Mo-mo!” comes the ghostly sound. “Mo-mo!”

I sit up, grab a blanket, and wrap it around my cold shoulders. As I step out of the tent, I listen for that sound to come again. But now, everything is different; I am not on Skaluni’s island anymore. In this place it is day, and bright light shines on a new terrain. Ridges and hills rise before me, high and lofty. I see a forested region, a large lake, a desert, and caves. My eyes take in everything as I search for any sign of the sweet voice.

Something or someone stands off to my left. It looks like a person, and yet not a person. It reminds me of a silhouette as it shimmers in dark blue
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