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​CHAPTER 1
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Galia was sure it would work this time. She’d run all the calculations multiple times and had no doubts. Well, almost none.

“Here we go.” Galia took a deep breath, increasing the heat. The balloon, almost at its fullest, reminded her of her progress.

On her first try, Galia had used low-quality materials instead of the good fabric she now had. During the next attempt, most of the knots came loose, so she learned to tie sturdy knots and tried again. On that subsequent attempt, multiple seams tore from the pressure. After learning how to sew the material properly, she realized she needed to create more heat for the balloon to lift.

The basket shifted a little at first and a bit more. Galia whooped, increasing the heat. This is it. 

An old portable furnace from the blacksmith had solved the heating problem. She learned the real meaning of fire and heat when an attempt almost burned the balloon and half the valley. The young girl shook off the memories. Failures taught her how not to do something, and Galia had learned how not to do many things in her sixteen years. By now, she considered herself an expert on how not to do almost everything concerning this balloon.

“It’s going to work,” she said aloud then murmured, “this time.”

After another small shift, Galia was ready again and triple-checked the seams, ropes, knots, and heater, which was working at a steady temperature. She would lift today. Galia inspected the clearing around the balloon, away from the village—the result of having learned another lesson on how not to do things. She was alone with her balloon, the way she preferred. Although they were caring people, her aunts and uncles didn’t understand her. Galia sighed, looking up. 

The tension of the ropes told her the balloon was ready.

Earlier attempts had also taught her the importance of personal protective gear. She covered her night-eye with a bandanna to protect it from the brightness and heat of the fire. The bright-colored material complemented her furry olive skin. Galia wanted to give a great first impression to whomever she met in the City above the Lake of Clouds.

At another shift, Galia squealed, “Let’s go!”

The balloon pulled up, increasing the rope tension, but the basket didn’t rise. Going through her mental checklist again, she remained calm. Everything was normal. She sensed the strain on the ropes when three snapped, whipping back and forcing her to duck inside the basket. The balloon pulled to one side, toppling the basket with her inside.

Galia fell, holding onto the basket with one hand while shutting down the heater with the other. The rapidly cooling air let the balloon deflate and fall. Once everything settled, Galia examined the balloon. The material had held, and the heater obviously worked. Puzzling over the snapped ropes, she struggled to turn the basket upright. The basket was too heavy.

With arms on hips, Galia sighed. The basket’s weight mattered.

“Well”—she sighed again—“at least I know how not to do something else.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 2
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Galia walked back to the village, humming. In truth, the balloon hadn’t risen again, but she was close. The girl contemplated the cloud cover that was the Lake of Clouds. She meant to reach the Lake, past the clouds, and onto the majestic City above the Lake. Everything would be better there. Her mother's death birthing her brother wouldn't matter, nor her baby brother's death a week later. Her father losing his mind after their deaths and disappearing when she was ten years old wouldn’t matter. Galia slowed, looking at the ground. Only she would matter, then.

Her mood darkened at those thoughts. “It’s not fair,” Galia whispered. Why was she alone? She looked up at the Lake of Clouds again. She would go to the City above the clouds, where no one would judge her or feel bad for her. Her past wouldn't matter. Once she figured out how to make the basket lighter, she would try again. She wouldn't quit. Everyone could doubt her or pity her until the clouds vanished. Galia wouldn’t stop.

She forced herself to focus on the weight dilemma. As she neared the town from the south, the broad trees on either side of the road made a natural portico. Although they were pretty, Galia didn’t enjoy the green tunnel blocking the view to the Lake of Clouds. As she entered the tree cover, something to her left jumped. With her mind still occupied with the basket’s weight, she almost missed it. Something else jumped a little closer to her. Galia frowned. That was odd. Whatever it was, it was small.

“For lightning's sake, you are dumb,” the village bully called in his nasal voice between bouts of laughter.

Galia turned toward the bully. “What do you want, Johnah?” 

The large young man leaned on a tree, tossing a rock in the air, snatching it without looking.

“Am I supposed to be impressed by that?” Galia stood her ground. Although everyone feared Johnah, including Galia, she was in no mood.

“What were you doing?” The small giant continued tossing the rock.

“Nothing you would care for.”

“Looking for your father?” He laughed. “How long ago was it that he went crazy?”

“Six years,” Galia blurted out and gritted her teeth. 

The memory remained clear. Her father had been acting stranger than usual in the days leading to his disappearance. On that day, her father stopped his regular mumbling, a constant since her little brother died. She remembered feeling hope at seeing her father quiet for the first time. That night, he disappeared. No one knew what happened or found any signs of him.

The young giant kept mocking her. “You think he's still out there?” 

She knew not to take the bait but couldn't help herself. “He probably went looking for your mom,” Galia pushed back. “Didn't she leave you behind to join a caravan?”

“Watch it.” Johnah looked daggers at her.

“What?” 

She knew she was pushing a sore spot. Johnah's mother had left him and his father years ago too. Based on his reaction, she was entering dangerous ground, but her mood pushed her forward. 

“Do you think it was your smell? Maybe your voice?” She pretended to ponder the answer. “Yes. I think your voice did it.”

“Shut your thundering mouth.” He threw the rock at her.

The projectile missed her as she threw herself to the ground, landing face-first in mud. Coughing, she rolled, her face dirty. She heard his nasal laughter as he leaned on the tree, arms crossed. She grabbed a rock and flung it with all her might, hitting Johnah on the forehead. The surprise attack made him lose his balance, and a high-pitched yelp escaped him as he floundered for something to hold. Seeing the giant bully flap his arms like a little bird learning to fly made her chuckle. He regained his balance and growled with murder in his eyes.

She stopped laughing. The survival part of her brain pushed her to run. Johnah was bigger, faster, and stronger, but with a head start, Galia might reach town before he caught her. She could hide at the seamstress shop until the bully tired of looking for her.

Galia heard his running feet over her own heavy breathing. He was going to catch her before she reached the seamstress's shop. A colossal hand grabbed her jacket. She spun, tried to get free, tripped on her feet, and fell. The bully, unable to stop, jumped over and past her. Galia expected a kick, so she balled into the smallest target possible and waited. Nothing happened.

“Get up, girl. Why are you on the ground like a grub waiting to be eaten?” Auntie Jaylee snapped in her low, no-nonsense tone.

Galia uncoiled from her cocoon.

“And you, what were you going to do to this girl? Huh?” Auntie Jaylee was holding Johnah by the ear, making the bully, a head taller than her, seem like a child.

“Nothing. We were just playing. Right, Galia?”

“Yes, Auntie. We were playing catch the brog.” Galia stood and dusted her clothes. “I was the brog this time.” She smiled.

“Suit yourself.” Shrugging, the seamstress raised an eyebrow and let go of Johnah.

“I'll see you later.” Johnah gave her a you-win-this-time look and jogged away.

“Girl, why do you push him?” The woman turned, fists on wide hips.

“Me? We were playing.”

“Sure, girl, sure. Be careful, though.” The seamstress returned to her shop.

“I will, Auntie. Thank you.” Galia waved and ran home.

◆◆◆

Galia stood at the bottom of the trees that held her home. She’d run all the way in case big, dumb Johnah changed his mind. He would have hurt her if not for Auntie Jaylee. Maybe Galia should’ve gotten him in trouble with the seamstress. Sighing, she was glad she hadn't, though. She would stay away from the bully until he picked on someone else. All the kids stayed away from him until their time came to become his prey.

She didn’t like Johnah but didn’t hate him either. They had played in the valley under the Lake when they were both little. They got along until his mother’s disappearance, and everything changed. Life with just his father wasn’t great. Galia shook herself out of the memory. She didn't need to go where those thoughts led her. Like Uncle Lestol always said, “Tomorrow, the river will be there again.”

Thinking of the next day, she realized she needed more fuel for the balloon's burner. Understanding the inner workings of that portable heater was on her mental to-do list. She didn't like accepting that things worked without knowing how they worked. Perhaps when she asked Uncle Geet for more fuel, she could ask the kind blacksmith for an explanation.

Galia considered her house in the trees. Three trees served as a triad of columns. She loved living alone where no one bothered her, and the height gave her a clear view of the Lake of Clouds above.

Her parents had built the house before she was born. Once they were gone, the house remained empty. The people of Treebran were nothing if not superstitious. Two deaths and one crazed man were enough to keep everyone away. Not Galia, however—she moved back as soon as she could. Since she kept running away to this place, everyone agreed to let her stay. Most likely, the adults had given up on the young girl. They still checked on her from time to time, though.

A while back, Galia had dismantled the stairs and used the materials for other projects. She climbed up the tree trunk using hidden carved handholds and steps. Visitors never came. If they did, she had a rope ladder for those rare occasions. The last visit had been almost a year ago, but to be fair, she didn’t visit anyone either. About once a month, traders came down the mountain on their way south. The townsfolk gathered to welcome the traders, and she did go into town then, looking forward to the caravans.

When darkness engulfed the valley, conversations concentrated on tales of other communities farther up the mountain beyond Jardin with strange customs and exotic, sometimes dangerous, animals. The people shared drinks and listened to stories of the few brave souls who traveled the Storm King’s Road. Her aunts would refer to the same people as idiots with “no sense to them.”

She reached the balcony looking over the valley. Galia wondered if her father had been one of those brave idiots who’d attempted the climb. She held a little hope that he made it to the City above the Lake of Clouds and wondered if he waited there for her. Looking up at the Lake again, Galia suppressed a sob and went inside.

◆◆◆

“Now, run before I change my thundering mind!” Johnah released the boy, who bolted away, crying.

He took the boy's apple and few coins. Johnah didn't care for any of it. He was doing it out of anger at the seamstress, Galia, and the whole village. No one liked him. Fine! He had no friends. That was fine too. He didn't need them. Johnah took a bite of the apple then launched it at a group of kids across the road, avoiding him. The bitten apple sailed true and hit one as they pretended not to notice him. Johnah smiled at the direct hit. He had skills, skills no one cared to recognize. His mood soured again. Fine! Who needs friends?

He stared at the group of scared kids running away, one crying. “They better not tell on me.” He rolled his massive shoulders, making the leather vest, worn shirtless, strain to contain his bulk. The clouds showed to be brightest-day, and he wasn’t going home, that was for sure. So, he headed to the blacksmith instead. Geet was the only one who didn’t mind having Johnah around and always had odd jobs for him. Besides his father, Geet was the village’s strongest, biggest man. However, unlike his father, the blacksmith was not violent.

When he arrived at the smithy, his ears pricked up at the sound of iron being molded. He rolled his shoulders once more. Johnah almost liked the blacksmith although his father didn’t. Then again, his father didn’t like anyone. Perhaps that was the reason Geet welcomed Johnah—well, tolerated. Rolling his boulder-sized shoulders one last time, he walked into the shop.

Once he was inside, the whole cacophony hit him. Several apprentices worked at stoking fires or prepping tools. Johnah measured them and ranked them by height and size. He was good at that. Geet called it spatial awareness. He was the largest person of everyone there, second only to the blacksmith himself.

Johnah thought he could apprentice, learn the trade, and work hard. He was strong and liked the details. Why not? Johnah’s father had laughed at the idea, and the topic only came up once. His father made sure of that. Johnah could be more if the village weren’t so hateful. They didn’t like him because he was stronger, that was all. They were jealous of him, so they made fun of him. When he fought back, they called him a bully. Fine, then. He didn’t care. He would be the bully.

“You!” Johnah pointed at an apprentice. “Where’s the blacksmith?”

“What?” The apprentice almost dropped the pincers holding a red-hot piece of iron.

“Where is Geet?” Johnah lumbered toward the apprentice, towering over him by at least one head span.

“In the back... I think.” The apprentice’s fur ruffled at the proximity.

Johnah left him, walking into the back.

“You’re here, Johnah.” Geet’s voice boomed over the chaotic sounds.

“I was hoping you’d come around.” The blacksmith put down his hammer and wiped his large, scarred hands on his leather apron. “You are just in time, my boy.”

“Is there any work for me?” Johnah always marveled at the patches of missing or discolored fur on Geet’s massive arms.

“Bring the molds from the back.” Geet wiped his sweat. “We are ready to pour.”

“Sure.”

The furnace’s heat increased as he got closer, but it was bearable. Reaching the molds, he grabbed two from the group of six and brought them to Geet. The blacksmith stared at him with an expression Johnah didn’t recognize. The big man seemed satisfied with something that Johnah didn’t know or care about. The younger man brought the rest of the molds, two at a time, while apprentices struggled to put them in place to capture the molten iron. Once all the molds were in place, the apprentices followed the instructions from the master blacksmith. The man stood in the middle of the shop, orchestrating the smith’s symphony of workers.

“Come here, boy.” Geet waved over to Johnah. “Why don’t you come work for me?” The blacksmith smiled.

“What? Thunder and lightning! Is this a joke?” Johnah asked in challenge while silently hoping.

“Watch your language, boy, and it’s not a joke. You seem capable and definitely strong enough.” Geet continued, “Why not? What else do you have planned?”

Johnah didn’t answer. He’d wanted to apprentice since he was a boy. Apprenticing at the shop would get him out from under his father. His father—for lightning’s sake, the man would never allow it. Johnah’s father had opinions about everyone in the village. None were positive.

The older man read Johnah’s thoughts. “Don’t worry about your father. I will talk to him.”

“Whatever,” Johnah snapped. “You just want someone to do the heavy lifting while you teach these others the craft.” He shrugged off the hand the blacksmith had laid on him. “Then what? You all laugh at me!”

“Son—“ Geet started.

“I’m not your son, you blind, overcast goat!” Johnah yelled words that weren’t his. He was preemptively saying what his father would say.

“Johnah, I will forgive the language.” Geet stepped back with a dour expression. “Think about it.”

On his way out, Johnah punched two apprentices not smart enough to give him space.  
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Galia had gone back to the drawing board after the last failure. Well, it wasn’t a failure since she had learned something. The strong and sturdy wood she’d used to build the basket at the launch site weighed too much. She knew how not to do something else. She wrote her new lesson in her journal. The next step was to stop at the merchant’s shop.

Uncle Johtel’s store contained many things for sale, including an extensive collection of books traded throughout the years. He loved reading and was always a great source of information. Galia wasn’t an avid reader. She read when needed but preferred trying things out and recording the outcome. Uncle Johtel enjoyed pointing out the irony of her writing in her journal but not reading anyone else’s writings.

After reviewing the book on balloons the merchant kept available for her, she learned the baskets, called gondolas, were weaved from willow cane because of their light weight and resiliency. Taking some mental notes, she thanked Uncle Johtel and left the store, running toward the river to speak with Uncle Lestol.

“Hello, Auntie.” She waved to Tien, the fisherman’s wife. “Where is Uncle Lestol?”

“He’s out for the day, deary.” The always smiling woman carried fish in a basket. “Can I help you?”

“Well, I wanted to ask Uncle about the baskets he uses for the catch. I need a big one for my balloon.”

“Why would you ask him? I’m the one that weaves them.”

“Really? I didn’t know that. Can you teach me to make one?”

“Of course, deary.”

“Great! I need one about this big and this wide.” Galia gestured with her arms.

“Oh, deary.” The woman shook her head. “A basket that size would take months, even for an experienced weaver. Also, with the storm season nearing, we don’t have time to collect all the materials.”

Galia’s spirits faltered. She did not take impossibility well. She spotted a basket in the weaver’s place. It lacked a handle and lid, but its size could fit more than Galia. After begging her Auntie Tien and promising to work off the basket’s value and to return to learn how to weave, Galia took the basket home, ready to try again.

Back at the clearing, prepping for another attempt took her most of the morning. Finally, she stood inside the basket with her backpack, filled with tools and a sandwich, ready for takeoff. She eyed the timepiece hanging on the side of the basket to mark the time spent airborne. For this attempt, she hoped to be aloft for a couple of hours and return in time for the mid-meal.

“That should do it. Now to try again.”

As the balloon inflated, Galia continued down her mental checklist. This time, she was ready. When the balloon pulled upward, Galia squealed in delight at the slight shift of the basket. As she rose, the timepiece fell into the clearing.

“Great.”

She stared at it, debating whether to go back for it. She was airborne, though. Making her decision, she increased the heat to the furnace, making the balloon heave upward faster than Galia expected. Panicking at the sudden lift, Galia held the lever open, and the balloon rose more quickly than anticipated. In the blink of an eye, she was above the canopy of trees surrounding the clearing. The entire valley opened in front of Galia. 

Her breath caught in her chest. The view of the valley from the mountain to the river and beyond was mesmerizing. Galia eased up on the heater, slowing the balloon’s ascent. The shrinking town lay below her, with the Storm King rising north of it and the fabled road leading to the Lake of Clouds. The closest town, Jardin, was a two-week walk up that road. The river ran from the base of the Storm King to Lady’s Lake south and beyond. To her right were the pastures and the valley’s eastern entrance. She admired the cordillera that surrounded the valley, holding the greater basin below and the entire Lake of Clouds above.

Tears rolled down her cheeks. She didn’t care. The sight robbed her of words, and the crisp air filled her lungs. She spun slowly inside the basket, taking it all in. Her eyes followed the road running through town from the mountain and turning to the valley’s eastern end. The canopy of trees that surrounded the town of Treebran lay below her, with the houses nestled in the trees, hidden from her view, only the smokestacks visible.

“Magnificent,” she whispered before whooping and jumping in the basket. 

The basket’s groan sobered Galia.

“That wasn’t very smart.”

As the basket settled, Galia admired the view once more.

“The clouds are darkening already?” She frowned, looking up.

She increased the burner’s heat when a jolting stop reminded her of the anchoring rope tied to stop her from going too far on her first flight. Notches on it marked her height. She glanced up, still far from the Lake. She needed to rise more to reach it, let alone go through it.

“I should go back down...”

Unable to contain herself, she undid the knot and increased the burner’s heat.

As the balloon gained altitude, her hands trembled, and she noticed her breath in front of her. She added another item to her list, cold-weather gear. The clouds above kept getting closer and darker. Galia couldn’t make out much of her surroundings, not the clouds or ground. She lowered the heat to hold the balloon steady and uncovered her night-eye. When she peered into the darkness, a section of the Lake above flooded with a radiant blaze, blinding her. She covered her night-eye as a deafening boom reverberated across the sky.

“It’s too early for the storms.” 

As Galia searched for the lingering flash source, a cylinder fell from the clouds.

Forgetting to breathe, Galia followed its trajectory. It fell near enough to keep in sight even in the darkness. At about Galia’s altitude, a small explosion ejected a cloth tied to thin ropes. The smaller fabric pulled on a bigger one that expanded into what appeared to be the top half of a balloon. This half balloon slowed the falling object, which glided toward the ground.

Never taking her gaze from the object, Galia all but turned off the heater for a rapid descent and pulled on the anchoring rope to return to her launchpad. Something had fallen from the Lake of Clouds.

When the balloon landed, she jumped off the basket and sprinted in the direction she believed the object landed. She estimated it had touched down near the river on the far side of the valley, away from the village.

She reached the clearing’s end. The lack of logging on this side of the valley made the woods denser and trickier to keep her speed up. Galia’s pace became a clumsy walk as she dodged thick branches, high roots, and mammoth trees. The thick foliage made the rapidly darkening clouds even darker. Her night-eye struggled to distinguish between a clear path and a brush-covered dead end.

“This is crazy.” Galia threw her hands in the air in surrender. “I can’t see where I’m going.”

She wasn’t familiar enough with the woods to navigate them in the dark. Reluctantly, she made her way back, marking several trees along the way so that she could search for the object again at first light. Galia didn’t know what had fallen but knew it came from the Lake of Clouds. She marked the tree at the edge of the clearing and began her trek back to her balloon. On the way, she kept replaying the incident, fixing the memories for her journal.

“First thing I need is the map of the valley,” she told herself. “I need to mark the spot after I make some calculations based on the object’s trajectory.” She continued walking. “No, first, I need to write everything in my journal.” She had to do that first before she forgot any details.

Galia continued replaying the events in her mind and reliving the memory several times before reaching the launch site. Each time, she added a small detail or rearranged the order of events. She was tempted to keep walking back to her house, but looking at her deflated balloon strewn on the damp grass changed her mind. Sighing, she could hear Uncle Lestol’s words: the net you don’t stow today will catch no fish tomorrow. Shaking her head, Galia set out to stow her balloon away. She needed to take care of it to reach the Lake.

The night was bright, like early evening, which helped her move more quickly. She folded her balloon and noticed the ropes fraying, along with a slight discoloration of the balloon’s material. She frowned. The materials she’d used weren’t new, but they shouldn’t be showing that much wear. She added researching weatherproofing to her to-do list. When she finished folding, she gathered the rest of her things.

“Oh, great!” she remarked when she picked up her timepiece. It showed she’d been gone for a few hours instead of most of the day.

“Now I need to fix this too?” A stench assaulted her nose when she opened her backpack to put away the timepiece.

“What?” She pulled out a soggy, discolored sandwich from her bag. She shook her head at the offending meal. “I need to use fresher ingredients.” She discarded the sandwich and set out home.

After putting away her balloon, Galia retrieved her journal and sat at the dining table, which served as her work desk. Papers with sketches, calculations, and notes littered the workspace’s surface, alongside rulers, pencils, compasses, and various measuring tools. Careful not to disturb the precise chaos, she found a spot to set the journal.

She wrote everything she remembered, starting with the sequence of events with as many details as possible. She had no measurements to record. However, there was plenty of information to put down. After all, something had fallen from the Lake of Clouds, and she remembered it from flash to landing. She’d rehearsed the memory of her balloon ride, so recording it in the journal was easy.

The flash blinded her, and the thunderous boom that followed disoriented her. She’d only seen the afterglow and the cylindrical object’s fall. From what she considered the back of that object, an explosion deployed something that slowed its fall. Galia lingered on that thought. She could use that for her balloon. She had never thought of a fall from those heights, but that would come in handy.

Galia wrote a few more notes on the fall-slowing device and finally prepared for bed. She didn’t think she would sleep, but she needed rest before looking for the cylinder.

◆◆◆

The village buzzed with folks gathering at the town square to compare notes, share opinions, and consider theories. Shops were hastily closed, and dinners were interrupted as the square filled with people looking for answers and waiting for guidance. Those who had seen the strange light firsthand spoke in small groups and answered questions. The center of attention went to the ones who claimed to have witnessed the flash and spoke with certainty, never mind they were inside the tavern when it happened. 

“There I was, enjoying a brisk walk before dinner,” slurred one man, “when a green light escaped the clouds, making my fur stand on end.” 

“It wasn’t green, huh,” another man began. “I saw what happened, huh. The clouds opened like a book. They parted, and a giant eye looked at the valley, huh.” 

“Ah, shut up, Garro. You drunk brog. You were in the tavern at the time.” The first man waved a fist. 

“A lot you can say, huh.” The other man, Garro, swayed. “You were right there with me, huh.”

“Stop it, both of you!” A third man stood on a barrel, attempting to take the spotlight. “You drunk bastards were nowhere to see the flash.”

“And where were you, Veles?” the first two men intoned together.

“While you two swints were conning each other for drinks, I was outside.” Veles almost lost his balance thumping his chest.

“And what were you doing outside?” asked the first man, Molle, angry at losing everyone’s attention. 

The crowd, enjoying the dueling drunkards, shifted from one drunk man to another.

“Yeah, huh. Where were you, if not with us?” Garro steadied himself. 

“Outside, relieving meself.” Veles fell off the barrel, laughing all the way down to the ground. 

The gathered villagers burst into laughter, their tension released by the hijinks.

“Pick him up, will you?” Geet’s voice snapped everyone into action. 

Villagers helped both Garro and Molle down from their perches. Now that someone from the council had arrived, the crowd relaxed and stood, expecting some direction.

“Did anyone here actually see what happened?” The massive man stood in the middle of the square, fists on hips, waiting for an answer.

“I heard the boom,” someone from the crowd said.

“Me too,” another said. “We all heard it.” 

Geet raised his tree-trunk arms, quieting everyone. “Hell! I even heard it from inside my shop.” He surveyed the people gathered. “The question is, did anyone actually see the light?”

Everyone quieted. 

A woman’s voice traveled through the silence, startling those gathered. “You’re scarin’ ’em.”

While Geet searched for its owner, the villagers parted to his left. A diminutive ancient woman stood in the back of the crowd at the edge of the square.

“Mother.” The blacksmith nodded and deferred to his elder. “Just trying to get to the bottom of things.”

“Bah.” 

The woman, whom everyone referred to as “Mother,” made her way forward, cane rhythmically clicking on the square’s bricks. No one in the village knew her age, and no one asked. The elder’s fur-covered skin was more silver than green, and all three of her eyes had the permanent lines of the passage of time. It was collectively agreed that she was the oldest in the village and the most respected or feared, depending on who was around to hear it. She wasn’t part of the council and held no real political power, yet she was consulted almost as much as the council. She stood next to the blacksmith, whose stature made her bent posture seem comically doll sized.

“Where’s th’ rest of th’ council?” Mother gave the blacksmith a look. 

Her clipping of words made her sound like a simpleton, but Geet knew she was far from that.

“I just got here myself.” Geet scanned the crowd. “I’m sure they’ll be here soon.”

She harrumphed, looking up at the giant man and down her nose at the same time.

Geet smiled and searched the sea of expectant anxious faces in every shade of green. Everyone’s eyes focused on him, their pointy ears perked, waiting for someone to reassure them.

“Here they are.”

“’Bout’ime.” Mother harrumphed again.

Jaylee and Johtel made their way to the center. Nodding at the other two council members, the blacksmith waited for them. Jaylee’s ample hips and aggressive sway forced people to give her way or be bowled over. Those who noticed her glare moved before she got close to them. The seamstress was respected for her talents and sternness. In contrast, Johtel followed in her wake, waving, smiling, and commenting on one thing or another. The merchant was refined, well dressed, and enjoyed tea over ale. Johtel was a fair merchant, reasonable, and well-liked.

“What’ook so long?”

The steel-spined seamstress wavered, and the merchant’s easy smile faltered. That wizened woman was the only person in the village that had that effect on those two. Jaylee’s glare made the visiting traders drop their prices and be happy to gain little profit. No one crossed her. Johtel, for his part, could charm a mug of ale off a drunkard. His smile, quick wit, and entertaining stories averted many fights. Geet fell somewhere between those two. Then there was Mother. In front of her, everyone was reverent, respectful, and maybe a little fearful.

“Well! Get on wit’ it!” Mother’s cane kept cadence with every clipped syllable.

“Of course, Mother.” Johtel’s smile returned.

Mother’s sharp eyes looked on.

“Everyone.” Johtel turned toward the crowd, the charming smile on full display. “We all heard the boom. Now, we also know there was a flash that preceded the boom. Do we have anyone present that witnessed it?” 

Hands went up.

“Really?” At the seamstress’s one-word question and hard stare, two thirds of the hands dropped, green faces paling by a shade or two.

“Great.” Geet smiled, rubbing his hands together. “Step forward, and tell us what you saw.”
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​CHAPTER 4
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Johnah went home after the gathering at the village square. He waited until his father headed for the tavern. The man usually stayed there until he couldn't bully anyone else into buying him a drink. The young man figured he had a few hours of sleep before his father came home. With any luck, the man would stumble in and straight into bed or, better yet, stay out until tomorrow. If not, Johnah could skip out the window again.

He made it to his front door and stopped. He hated this house. Ever since his mother disappeared, the place had been a shell of a home. The structure stood but held no warmth or happiness. He rolled his shoulders before ducking through the front door. Once upon a time, he would try and fail to touch the top side of the door, with his mother’s encouragement.

He entered. The dreary house sat quiet and lonely. Not for the first time, he cursed being able to see in the dark. The only furniture in the room, a chair in front of the hearth, belonged to his father. The man spent his time there, blaming others for his life. Empty barrels were the only other objects inhabiting the space.

Johnah passed the useless kitchen on his way to his room. His mother’s stews from game out in the woods were long gone. He remembered the smells and her songs. She was a great cook but a terrible singer. She lacked tone, tempo, and even lyrics. Little Johnah had loved her songs, but giant Johnah hated himself for being so weak.

He rolled his shoulders again inside his room. Just like the rest of the house, it sat empty except for the pallet by the window. He laid on the pallet fully clothed, his only clothes, in case the old man returned home in a mood. Lying there and staring at the grungy ceiling, he tried to get comfortable, but his legs below the knees lay on the bare floor. Johnah should have changed the pallet years before, but like everything else in his life, without his mother, anything that made Johnah's life better was also gone. Finding a semi-comfortable position, he thought about the gathering at the square.

He'd listened to the witnesses and heard their theories. The consensus was the start of an early storm season. After the council reassured everyone, they’d gone home. Arms behind his neck, Johnah shook his head. He’d been outside near his house by the riverbank. The flash burned bright enough to see during the day, and it wasn’t lightning. The color had been all wrong. The light resembled the orange red of the blacksmith’s furnace. Also, the boom did not linger like thunder did. No, that was not an early storm coming. He also saw something else no one else did when the flash happened. Something fell from the clouds.

To his surprise, somewhere midfall, the object deployed something that slowed its fall and floated near the river. It touched down on the far bank of the river near the Bell Man's Curve. He was sure of it. Then he noticed something else: Galia’s balloon.

The thundering girl had done it. She’d gotten that balloon to fly. He wouldn’t admit it, but he was impressed the girl had gone up in the air.

“Stupid girl!” he snarled, wanting to punch something. “Of course she did it. Everyone helps her.” 

He rolled onto his side and stared at the flaking wall. The cracks on the plaster were tiny, crooked smiles laughing at him. He didn’t hate Galia, just the way everyone fawned over her.

“Everyone in the council is always indulging her every whim. She gets everything she wants. She even lives blissfully alone without worrying about...” Johnah hesitated. “Bah!” He rolled onto his back and rested his head on his hands. He stared back at the dangling flakes of the ceiling and away from the taunting wall smiles.

It wasn’t fair. No one ever worried about him. No one came around to see how he fared. Wallowing in his hatred, Johnah remained motionless. Then, he grinned.

He would go out in the morning. Even if he didn’t believe the children’s stories about the city above the clouds, something had fallen, and he would find it.

◆◆◆

Galia barely slept. She woke right before first-light, hopped out of bed, and retrieved her journal. She read her writing and started her day. She made her bed, took a warm but hurried bath, and donned a set of clean trousers with a sturdy shirt. Once dressed, Galia spent time in the kitchen preparing a first-meal and a mid-meal to go. She hurried through the house, doing chores. Part of living alone meant she had to do everything, or no one would. After finishing her house chores, Galia moved down to her workshop, another blessing with accompanying duties.

She took the internal stairs from the house. At the bottom step, she took inventory of her surroundings. The space, longer than wide, hosted her workbench on one end and the double doors opening out to the valley on the opposite end. In the center of the space, the hastily folded balloon needed to be repacked and the portable furnace cleaned. She also needed to reinforce the basket and take care of the fraying. Deciding to only clean the furnace, she left the basket and tools littering the workshop for later. The search couldn't wait any longer.

She returned to the house, locking the workshop and hiding the key. She grabbed her jacket, a backpack with her mid-meal, some tools, and a waterskin. Adjusting the bandanna covering her night-eye, she climbed down. With her feet firmly on the ground, the young woman oriented herself and hurried toward the tree line at the valley's far end.

She’d spent most of first-light cleaning, but now, she was on her way. The bright colors always brightened her mood. Though useful in the dark, the monochromatic shades of green seen by her people's night-eyes did not do justice to the greens, blues, yellows, and reds. Galia preferred the day to the night. With luck, Galia would reach the cylinder by brightest-day.

Finding the marked tree at the edge of the woods, she entered the tree line. She reached the area where the trees had been too thick to continue. Realizing she could hear the river; a new thought sprang to life. What if the cylinder fell into the water? The possibility gave her pause.

“There's nothing I can do about that,” Galia said aloud. “It's like Uncle Lestol always says.” She imitated the fisherman's high voice. “You can't eat the fish you don’t catch.”

Galia continued forward until the thickness of the flora slowed her progress. After pulling her machete, she tried cutting a straight path. A few strokes later, Galia broke through the woods, surprising a scoop of brogs in the riverbank. The amphibian animals were clumsy and uncoordinated on land but swift and graceful swimmers. They were also very mean when startled, and Galia did precisely that. Their high-pitched squawks betrayed their size. Out of pure instinct, she swung her machete back and forth, screaming in fear.

Her screams and their squawks became one as the animals jumped into the water. Galia continued her wild swinging until she noticed she was screaming alone. She stopped and flopped on the ground, heart beating out of her chest. Frightened, she sat staring out into the water, where the scoop of brogs was swimming halfway across the river.

“That was fun,” Galia told the machete in her hand and stood. 

The occasional squawk reached her ears. She took a calming breath, stowed the blade, and repositioned herself.

“Okay. Am I by the Bell Man's Curve?” she asked, searching downriver. “Would the object float or sink?” She stared when something else occurred to her. The cloth! The cloth wouldn't sink, would it? Such a massive piece would’ve caught on the tree branches inhabiting the bank. That meant one thing.

“The other side!”

Galia ran upriver. Uncle Lestol would take her across.

◆◆◆

“Thank you, Uncle.” Galia hopped off the boat and onto the riverbank.

“Sure thing,” the fisherman said. “What are you looking for, anyway?”

“I'm looking for something for my balloon.” Galia didn't like lying to him. “I think I might find it on this side of the river.”

“That's good, then. Like I always say, you can only catch the fish if you go to the river.” His infectious high-pitched laughter was impossible to resist.

“You are always right.” She giggled, turning inland.

“When should I be back for you?”

Galia froze. She hadn't thought about that part, about what she would do when she found the cylinder. She couldn't bring it back. Before sharing her findings with the town, she had to study the object and learn as much as possible. But she hadn't thought about the possibility of staying overnight. She was not prepared. Adding to her mental list of things to do, she turned back to the smiling fisherman.

“Thanks again, Uncle. When would it be convenient for you?”

“Oh...” The short, round man stood with impeccable balance on the small vessel. “I will be out checking some pincher traps throughout the river.” The jolly man checked up and down the river. “I can be here late into three-quarter light before end-of-day falls.”

“That'll be great!” Galia waved at the smiling man. “I’ll see you then.” She waited for the boat to cast off the shore and begin upriver, listening for his whistling away from the riverbank.

A spring in her step, Galia found her mind filled with questions. What is it? What’s in it? Is it a repository of important books with knowledge beyond her dreams? The things I could learn... And what of the City? It's people? Are people looking for it? Would they come down to look?

Galia's mind sped in all directions at once. The cylinder proved the City's existence above the Lake of Clouds. She could be a hero, a bridge between the people of Treebran and the City above the Lake of Clouds, an ambassador. Her balloon could make the trip all the way to the City. She would rise above the Lake of Clouds to bring news of their cylinder and return with a delegation from the City.

Supposedly, the Storm King's road, which started at the entrance of her village, went all the way up to the City. Still, the merchants passing through Treebran didn’t travel the entirety of the road. According to the caravans' stories, beyond Jardin, the towns were smaller, stranger, and less friendly. Everyone knew merchants liked their stories, especially when making sales. However, all agreed that Jardin was the end of the road for all of them.

Galia stared at the Lake of Clouds. She would go beyond Jardin, bypass the road, and knock on the Storm King's door. But first, she needed to find the cylinder and unlock its secrets.

“Where am I going?” She didn't have a compass, something else she added to her ever-growing mental list. “Now what?” 

She spun in a circle and stopped, facing the river. Looking behind herself occasionally, the girl decided to walk straight away from the water.

She remembered the roll of line she’d brought to measure distances. Galia tied the line to a tree near the riverfront and walked. Unsheathing her machete, she marked trees with the way back to the river. Once at the end of her line, she carved a number on the closest tree and returned to the river to pick up her line. She repeated this action in different directions, starting from the tree by the river.

By brightest-light, she’d completed marking and mapping a perimeter near the river. Taking a break, she sat by her starting tree and ate her midday meal. Exhaustion and frustration fought for control inside Galia. She hadn't found the cylinder, but she needed rest.

As she leaned on the tree, the breeze cooled her green furry skin, and the river sound kept her company.

“I hope the contents of the cylinder are okay.” She took another bite. When a small doubt sprouted, she squashed it promptly with the weight of her plans.

“I'll find it. I'll find it, and I will be the hero.” She put her things away. “Now, to pick a new quadrant and begin anew.” Once standing, she dusted her pants and grabbed her backpack.

She managed two expanded perimeters, each one building on the last one. Galia knew Uncle Lestol would be back for her, and the small doubts she’d managed to ignore were emboldened by her fruitless search.

“I can always come back tomorrow,” she said to convince herself. “Like Uncle Lestol says, you can't fish the whole river in one day.”

◆◆◆

The morning's first light woke Johnah. He’d slept all night, which meant his father had stayed out. Good. He enjoyed the solitude by running through a series of light exercises learned as a boy from a traveling troupe visiting the town. The exercises helped to loosen his muscles. No one knew Johnah did this, but no one in the thundering village would’ve cared either.

He finished balancing for a sixty count in a handstand before pirouetting to his feet. After washing up by the river, he donned his vest and drank more water. Strapping his hunting knife to his right leg, he headed upriver away from the Bell Man's Curve toward the Widow’s Pass. This way took longer, but it let him cross the river without a boat.

Johnah kept to the riverbank, tall trees to his right separating him from the valley. He felt at home in these woods.

He was in a good mood by the time he reached the Widow's pass. Rocks of various sizes jutting from the water in a zig-zag pattern made the crossing. The name came from the story of a woman who, believing her lost husband waited on the other side, prayed for a way to cross. After many days of prayer, the Storm King cried, taken by her plight. His tears became the rocks that became the path to cross the river. Johnah didn't believe the story but liked it nonetheless.

Walking over to one of the many bamboo groves growing near the riverbank, he chose a long bamboo stalk and pole vaulted from rock to rock across the Widow's pass. Once on the other side, he headed south. By his estimation, he would be near the landing site by brightest-day, and the search would begin.

When he reached the Bell Man's Curve, his mood darkened. Hiding, he murmured a curse because the thundering girl was getting a ride from the fisherman. Once again, things were coming easy for the girl. She’d probably come looking for the object, too, but it didn’t matter.

He was determined to find it first.
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