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Author’s Note
Stories, like storms, are never truly finished. They shift, they circle, they return in new skies and new voices. The Kingdom at the Edge of the Sky was born from a single question: what happens when someone refuses the crown the world tries to place upon them?
Kael’s journey is not about thrones or prophecy, but about the weight of choice—the kind that shapes not only a life, but a people. He is not a hero in the traditional sense. He falters. He doubts. He bleeds. Yet in his refusal to rule, he offers something rarer than power: freedom.
To write his story was to walk the Stair of Winds myself, uncertain what waited at the top. I found companions along the way—Brynn’s strength, Lira’s fire, Thalen’s wonder, Corin’s faith—and through them, I learned that no storm is weathered alone.
If you have reached this page, it means you walked with them too. You carried the crown’s weight, felt the abyss’s pull, heard the storm’s roar. And perhaps, like me, you wondered what it would mean to stand at the edge of the sky and choose.
Thank you for walking this path.
May your storms leave freedom in their wake.
— Laura Lee
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Prologue
The kingdom was not always broken.
Once, its towers gleamed like stars, its bridges sang with light, its people lived in peace above the clouds. But pride drew the gaze of the gods, and pride is a thing the heavens do not forgive.
So the kingdom was cursed. Torn from the earth, cast adrift at the edge of the sky, bound by chains that no hand could break. Silence fell across its streets, heavy and endless, so that no voice dared rise against the crown.
For centuries, it hung there. Neither rising nor falling. Neither living nor dying. A place between worlds, a wound in the sky.
Yet even curses fray in time. And even silence cannot hold forever.
Legends whispered of a shepherd from the valleys below, a boy who would climb the Stair of Winds, defy the storm, and break the chains the gods themselves had forged. Some laughed at the tale, others feared it. But all waited—for in every legend lies the seed of truth.
And one day, when the winds howled fiercest, a shepherd took his first step upward.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter . 1
 
 
 
 
￼[image: Line Line]
The Omen Above 
The day began like so many others in the valley of Drelith, with the quiet hum of bees among the wildflowers and the bleating of sheep scattered across the hills. The sun rose behind the eastern ridge, sending golden light through the mist and bathing the grasslands in a glow that felt too warm, too safe, to ever hold secrets.
Kael should have been counting the flock. Instead, his eyes wandered skyward, squinting against the light as he traced the shape of the clouds. It had always been a habit of his—to find faces and beasts in the sky, to make stories of drifting vapors when his work felt too dull. The other shepherd boys laughed at him for it, but Kael did not mind. The sky was his companion, his confidant.
That morning, though, the sky was different.
At first, he thought it was a trick of the light. A cluster of clouds formed an arch, its edges sharp and symmetrical. Beneath it, darker shadows hung, dense as stone. And within those shadows… he saw towers.
Not clouds shaped like towers, but towers themselves—spires too perfect, too straight to be natural. They glimmered faintly, as if sunlight caught on glass windows that should not exist so high above. Kael’s breath caught. He rubbed his eyes, blinked once, twice, three times, but the vision did not fade.
A castle. A city. Floating in the heavens.
The sheep strayed, unnoticed. Kael’s heart thundered, not with fear but with awe. He had dreamed of wonders before, but never had he seen one painted across the morning sky. And then—suddenly—it vanished.
The towers dissolved into mist, their outlines bleeding back into ordinary clouds. The arch crumbled, a breath of wind scattering its symmetry. Kael staggered back, nearly tumbling into the grasses, his pulse hammering in his throat.
“Did you see that?” he whispered to the hills, to the absent sheep, to no one at all.
But no one answered.
 
By the time he brought the flock home that evening, Kael could not keep his silence. His mother, busy with the fire, listened with the half-patience she always gave his stories.
“A castle in the clouds?” she said, brow arched. “Kael, the sun must’ve blinded you again. You need a hat, not fancies in your head.”
“It wasn’t the sun,” he insisted, setting down the crook he carried. “I saw windows, mother. I swear it. Towers higher than any mountain. It was there.”
His younger sister giggled from where she sat shelling peas. “Next you’ll tell us you saw dragons dancing, too.”
Kael flushed, heat rising in his cheeks. “I know what I saw.”
But the house, thick with the smell of stew and smoke, seemed too grounded to believe him. The world here was small: fields, flock, hearth, harvest. Sky-castles belonged in the old stories, the ones told on winter nights to lull children to sleep. No one spoke of them as truth.
Still, Kael’s gaze kept wandering upward.
 
The next morning, he climbed the ridge where the sheep grazed and searched the skies until his neck ached. Clouds drifted, lazy and formless. Hawks circled. Nothing stirred his memory of stone spires piercing the heavens.
By noon, doubt gnawed at him. Had he imagined it? Had the sunlight, refracted through mist, tricked him into seeing what he longed to see?
“Not a trick,” he muttered to himself. “It was real. It had to be.”
The wind shifted. A shadow swept across the hill. Kael froze, heart leaping, but when he looked up, he saw only a falcon soaring wide circles above. Its feathers gleamed bronze in the light, and on its leg… something glimmered.
A band of silver.
Kael frowned. Shepherd’s falcons did not wear silver. Nor did hunters’ hawks. He whistled low, and to his astonishment, the bird dipped, circled lower, then swooped down to land a few paces away. It fixed him with piercing golden eyes.
Tied to its leg was a scrap of parchment.
Hands trembling, Kael untied the string and unrolled the message. Faded ink sprawled across it in curling script. He recognized none of the letters, none of the symbols—except one. At the bottom of the page, pressed in wax, was a seal: a circle with a crown rising above clouds.
The crest of the castle in the sky.
Kael’s mouth went dry.
The falcon shrieked once, spread its wings, and soared away, leaving him alone with the impossible proof in his hand.
That night, Kael could not sleep. The parchment lay hidden beneath his pillow, burning against his thoughts. He traced the seal in his mind again and again, trying to recall where he had seen it before. Not in any village banner, not in the elders’ hall, not in the trader’s wares from the southern roads. No. This mark was older. Forgotten.
He rose before dawn and crept into the loft where his father’s belongings lay untouched. His father had died when Kael was only a boy, leaving behind little more than tools and a battered chest. His mother never opened it.
Kael lifted the lid and sifted through yellowed cloth, iron nails, a rusted dagger. At the very bottom, he found a folded scrap of parchment. His hands shook as he unfolded it.
It was half of a map.
Not of hills or rivers or roads, but of the sky.
Lines curled like winds, arrows pointed upward, and at the top edge, half of a circle was drawn—the other half missing. And within that half-circle was the same crest he had seen on the falcon’s parchment: a crown above clouds.
Kael’s breath caught. His father had known.
The house creaked in the early light. His mother stirred below. He folded the map, slipped it into his tunic, and pressed his hand over his chest where it rested.
The castle was real. The message was meant for him. And somehow, he knew: his life in the valley had just ended.
Dawn spilled pearl-gray light across the valley as Kael slipped from the loft with the half-map tucked against his chest. The house still smelled of last night’s stew, the coals in the hearth a faint orange whisper. His mother stirred in her blankets but did not open her eyes. His sister’s soft snore rose and fell like a small sea. He paused in the doorway, listening to the familiar symphony of home, and felt the ache of it: the warmth, the steady rhythm, the way everything here belonged to a world with both feet on the earth.
Outside, the air kissed him cool and clean. A breeze ran its fingers through the grasses, carrying the scent of river water and crushed clover. Kael climbed the ridge with long, anxious strides, scanning the sky as if some remnant of yesterday’s vision might still cling to the clouds. Nothing waited there but a pastel quilt of drifting mists and the bright coin of the sun prying over the horizon.
He did not bring the flock out. Let them doze in their pen for a time; there were more pressing matters than sheep. He crouched at the ridge’s crown and drew out the parchment from his tunic. The half-map caught the dawn and gleamed softly, as if the ink had been brewed from the gray light itself. Swirls like the path of winds. Arrows veering upward, not outward. At the torn edge, the circle waited for its other half, incomplete as a thought cut short. And there, small and mercilessly real, the crest: a crown sailing above clouds.
He pressed his finger to it. A warmth rose into his fingertip, or else his imagination did what it had always done and clothed the unknown with feeling. He remembered the falcon’s cry, the weight of its gaze, the way the little silver band had flashed with a herald’s certainty. He needed answers, and in Drelith, answers lived behind the carved doors of the elders’ hall.
By the time the village shook sleep from its bones, Kael had made up his mind. He slipped the map back to its hiding place, adjusted his cloak against the breeze, and went down the hill to the road.
Drelith woke without haste. Smoke ribboned up from thatched roofs. A peddler rattled by with tins and bright ribbons, singing a song about far markets. A pair of children chased a rooster that refused to yield the center of the path. Kael nodded to acquaintances, dodged good-natured greetings, and kept walking. The elders’ hall sat at the village heart, timbered and squat, its eaves carved with stories of planting and harvest, storm and shelter. On festivals, the carving seemed to laugh. This morning, it looked stern.
He pushed open the heavy door and the hall’s cool breath met him, scented with beeswax and old cedar. Lanterns hung from rafters like tame stars. At a long table, three elders murmured over a ledger and a bowl of wooden tokens. Elder Branna lifted her head first, sharp eyes under a silver braid.
“Kael,” she said. “Not your hour to be here. Is there trouble with the flock?”
“No trouble,” he said, then corrected himself. “Only a question.”
Elder Fen, whose beard had more crumbs than wisdom, grunted. “Questions are trouble, boy. Speak it quick.”
He told them about the towers. He told them about the arch of cloud that had not been cloud at all. He told them about the falcon, the silver band, the parchment with letters like coiled vines. He did not mention the map. Some instinct held that back, an inner hand on a door he was not ready to open.
Branna listened without interruption, though her fingers moved restlessly over the bowl of tokens. Fen shook his head twice, then thrice, as if Kael’s words were gnats. Elder Ruan, quiet as a winter pond, closed his eyes as if to better hear.
When Kael finished, the hall felt larger for the silence that followed.
“Sky-castles,” Fen scoffed at last, and the word fell to the rushes like a bent nail. “You brought us a child’s fable.”
“It wasn’t a fable,” Kael said. “I saw glass catching light. I saw stone where no stone can be. And the falcon—”
“Hunters mark their birds in all manner of foolish ways,” Fen said. “If you found a trinket tied to a sparrow, would you call it an omen?”
Branna’s gaze snapped to Fen with a crackle of irritation. “Let the boy finish.”
“He finished,” Fen muttered.
Ruan opened his eyes. They were pale, like the late winter sky. “Your father,” he said softly. “He kept his own counsel. He had a way of looking at the line between earth and sky as if he were reading it.”
Kael went still. “You knew him.”
“We all knew him,” Branna said. “Though perhaps we knew him poorly, for a man may live beside you and still keep a second life folded beneath his ribs. He was a decent shepherd and a generous neighbor.” Her voice softened, only a shade. “He also loved the old stories too well.”
“He told me none,” Kael said, and the words landed heavy. “He died before I was old enough to make sense of them.”
Ruan rose, joints whispering complaint, and went to a cabinet near the door. He returned with a roll of hide tied with rough twine. “These are fragments that came to us from the river traders,” he said. “Copies of copies, fading things. We keep them because memory is slippery and paper is a net. You may look, if you like, though I cannot promise they will catch what you seek.”
Kael brought the roll to the table, untied the twine with clumsy fingers, and spread the hide. Ink had bled along its veins, but some figures endured: a stairway made of wind, a bridge through storm, a circle with a crown riding the curve of clouds.
His breath snagged in his throat. The crest watched him from the hide as it watched him from his father’s map, as it watched him from the falcon’s message. Three appearances in less than two days. Coincidence had given up on pretending.
He lifted his gaze. “What is this place?”
“A story,” Branna said. “A warning.”
“Of what?”
“Of what hangs above us,” Ruan answered. “They call it the kingdom at the edge of the sky. An old realm, if it was a realm at all. Some say the gods lifted it from the earth when its people grew proud. Some say the people pulled themselves up by cunning and craft, and the gods took offense. There are other tellings, each more contradictory than the last. The one piece that endures is this: when winds turn with a certain temper and the light slants just so, the kingdom shows itself to chosen eyes.”
“Chosen,” Fen snorted. “A trick of weather.”
“Chosen,” Ruan repeated, and oddly, the word did not feel grand upon his tongue. It felt practical, like naming a tool.
Kael bent over the hide until the symbols blurred. His pulse drummed in his ears. “If it shows itself,” he said, “what then?”
“Then nothing,” Fen said, impatient. “Nothing, boy. You go home to your sheep.”
Branna’s mouth thinned. “There are other tellings,” she said. “In some, a messenger comes. And there is a map. And there is a path no man with sense attempts.”
“Sense,” Fen muttered, “is what keeps roofs from leaking.”
Kael swallowed. “If a messenger came, and a map was found… where would the path begin?”
Ruan’s eyes drifted toward the far wall, where a carving showed a shepherd reaching to touch the belly of a storm. “The old tales point to the north flats,” he said. “Where the river narrows and the land forgets to rise or fall. Some swear there is a place where the wind behaves like a road. Others swear there is a stair that appears only under a particular moon.”
“Superstition,” Fen said, loud enough to make the lanterns sway. “We will not send a boy to chase wind up a sky ladder.”
“I did not ask to be sent,” Kael said, surprising himself with the steel in it. “I asked where the path begins.”
Branna studied him for a long beat, as if measuring a length of cloth against a body she could not clearly see. “Go home,” she said at last. “Work your day. Dream if you must. If the sky intends to snare you, it will keep your address.”
It did not feel like dismissal. It felt like a reprieve, a breath before a plunge.
He bowed because courtesy had been sewn into him since he could walk, rolled the hide with careful hands, and gave it back to Ruan. The elders returned to their tokens and ledger, to the slow management of grain shares and disputes about fences. Kael stepped into the morning and it seemed brighter than it had been, as if speaking the story aloud had eased something taut inside him.
Outside the hall, the village square had filled with the day. Flower sellers called out their colors. A fiddler practiced a sprightly tune near the well, missing every third note in exactly the same way. And at the far edge of the square, beside the traveler’s post where messages and notices were tacked, a stranger stood reading the scraps with keen interest.
He wore a coat the color of old leaves and the travel-weariness of the road. His hair was darker than Kael’s and threaded with a few stubborn grays, and his hands, clasped behind his back, were ink-stained. He looked as out of place as a night bird sitting bravely in daylight.
As Kael drew nearer, the stranger turned. His gaze flicked to Kael’s chest, to the spot where the map hid, and something like recognition crossed his face.
“You’re the one who asked the elders about the sky,” the stranger said, voice smooth as a well-used page.
Kael stopped. “I am.”
“Good.” The stranger’s smile was brief and not unkind. “Then perhaps I’ve come to the right village after all. My name is Thalen. Scholar, after a fashion. Collector of unwise questions and sometimes their answers.”
Kael’s mouth went dry. “You were listening.”
“I was,” Thalen said. “I made a habit of listening when listening carries no cost and sometimes brings profit. When you spoke of a crest with a crown among clouds, I thought of the same sign carved on stones I found beyond the northern marsh. And when you mentioned a falcon, I remembered a friend whose falcons never return without purpose.” He tipped his head. “Did yours?”
Kael hesitated. He wanted to trust this man, with his ink-stained fingers and wandering eyes that seemed to catalogue and weigh. He also wanted to hoard his secrets like a squirrel with a winter store.
The wind decided for him. It rushed across the square, lifting the edges of notices, tugging at the stranger’s hair. It smelled of rain and of something older than rain, the way air tastes at the lip of a storm. It wrapped around Kael and breathed against his throat like a vow.
He drew the falcon’s parchment from his cloak and unfolded it. “I could not read it,” he said. “But this is what it brought me.”
Thalen took the scrap with reverence one might reserve for a relic. He angled it to the light and frowned, his eyes moving quickly. “This is written in sky-script,” he murmured. “Rare as an honest prince. It says what such letters often say—much while saying little. A greeting without a name, an invitation without a time.” He traced the seal at the bottom. “And this
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