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Montefalo

One
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Amma always said a person needed only three things in this world: heat, light, and food. For years, since the quakes took most of the people of Montefalo, she said these same things to me. And since we had never hurt for any of the three, that meant our lives were full. We should have lived with contentment, for we had all a person could ask for.

I always struggled with the sentiment. Heat, food, and light didn’t fill me with contentment. First, finding them took all our time. Here in the village of the Fliota, our lives revolved around light. We grew and harvested the lettstafur that gave light to the peoples. The work was hard, making backs to ache and fingers to blister. The only breaks from our work came in the days of pure light and the days of pure dark, perfalett and dimmnott, when both the tribes in the Montefalo stopped, celebrating during perfalett and resting during dimmnott.

Except I couldn’t celebrate perfalett, and I worked during dimmnott because I was one of few who could travel during the dark days. This meant I never slowed.

I think Amma’s list was missing two other needs: rest and company. During the pure days, I was usually alone. I thought sometimes that freezing or starving or living in darkness were preferable to a life alone. And during neither season did I experience any rest.

For most of her life Amma hadn’t lived alone. For many years she had family, parents and siblings, and then she married and added a spouse and children. Our family filled six isbatur, the ice boats of the Fliota people. When she and I were the only ones left, we didn’t fill one. We were not alone in this. When the quakes came and the Isvatnio was rocked with the drowning wave, many families lost members. A thriving community with hundreds of people was reduced to less than fifty in a few randoms, and we struggled to raise our numbers again.

I should have been grateful that I survived. And I suppose I was, at least during the normal days. Amma and I had one another, and not everyone had that, although most who were alone were taken in by other families, so we became the smallest family on the lake. But nobody wanted us. Amma was opinionated, and she took special care as she aged. And me...

I looked over the stands of lettstafur, the canes clacking in the wind, and I didn’t want to think about me. I was the only one who couldn’t participate in the perfalett, the days when the sun didn’t set. And I was the only one who could work on the dimmnott, the days when the sun didn’t rise. My people were superstitious, and I was feared. So, between Amma’s personality and my strange abnormalities, we remained alone.

“Kaya,” Amma said, standing on the deck of our isbatur, our boat. For most of the year the boats were frozen into the lake, trapped near the shore. This was the way it had always been. The sycles of ice were safe weeks, when the boats never tipped, never filled with water. No giant waves drowned the boats during the sycles of ice.

“Yes, Amma,” I said, turning to her. Although she was one of the oldest women in our tribe, her hair had never turned silver. She was wrinkled and stooped, but her hair was as dark as night, left long on her shoulders. I thought she should wind it around her head like most women her age, but she was proud that it never turned, so she liked to show it off.

It was no wonder we were alone.

“We need to fish,” she said. I nodded, thinking it might be a good use of our waning daylight hours. We’d recently found a good place to fish, so likely the time would be profitable. I walked across the ice and climbed aboard, standing on the deck and gazing across the landscape as the sky dimmed. Where most worked during the brightest, warmest part of the day, I tended to work in the mornings and evenings when it was most comfortable to my sensitive eyes.

“Kaya,” Amma scolded, and she held out my glasses. I sighed and placed them over my face. The slits in the wooden lenses cut the glare, but it also pointed out to all who saw me that I had this problem. Which was pure vanity. First, rarely did any of us see one another, and second, everyone knew my problems whether I wore the glasses or not. But stubborn vanity seemed to be a trait Amma and I shared. One of few.

I saw that Amma had gathered the fishing supplies, and I was thankful. Some days she moved well, and she could help me. Some days her very bones ached, and she stayed in the boat, hovering at the heater. Because she didn’t stay as warm as she once had, we used more heit scava than many, and it was expensive. But I would never ask my amma to be cold. I simply harvested more lettstafur and trapped more crab so I would have more to trade.

Together we walked to our hole in the ice, me carrying the supplies with one hand and steadying Amma with the other. We both wore heavy spiked boots to keep from sliding, but she still wasn’t steady on her feet. When we arrived at this season’s fishing hole, I opened a narrow chair for her, and I sat on the ice on a thick blanket.

“Not long until dimmnott,” she said, gazing at the sky. No, the sky had only been light for a short time, and already it dimmed, casting shadows from the mountains across the lake. In one short week the dimmnott would begin, days of cold and darkness.

And the auroras. As much as I hated the loneliness of dimmnott, I thought it was beautiful. The skies were vivid, ever changing, and most everyone missed it. I alone sat outside to watch the show for the dark days.

“Are we ready?” Amma asked when I didn’t respond.

“Of course,” I said.

“Good,” she said with a small huff, rearranging the blanket around her. I hated to bring her out in the cold, but she was magic with a fishing pole. She placed her line in the water and stared at it. “For us dimmnott is a blessing.”

I sighed. “I suppose.”

“Kaya,” she scolded. “We have blessings others don’t have. I’m not sure the two of us could survive without dimmnott.”

This was true. Our Fliota neighbors needed help during dimmnott. During the darkest days, I walked from boat to boat delivering supplies. This way most families didn’t have to send anyone out during the cold, dark days. They left their dimmnott supplies with me, and I delivered them. What they paid me for it enabled me to buy extra heit scava, the fuel that kept us warm. Or it allowed me first pick of the spring produce, or sometimes I would receive a warm tunic or new socks for my labor.

When I delivered, I could peek into their isbatur, and I saw families huddled around the heit scava pits in the center of their boats, children in their parents’ laps, all of them laughing or reading or working old games, some of which had been in their families for generations. For twenty days they had little to do but eat and visit, and I made it possible. Many families never set foot outside for the entirety of dimmnott.

I was envious, of course. I wished for a family of my own. But our tribe was small, and the frequent quakes had blocked the exits through the mountain passes. I had heard that the Scavare, those who lived in the mountain, still had exits, but they didn’t share with us. And in truth, we never shared anything with them. Our dealings with each other were business, trading to survive. We were not violent to one another, nor was there animosity. We simply didn’t mingle. Rarely did we even see one another, only the few men and women who traded wares for each tribe.

This meant I had no way to look for a spouse. I had been rejected by all in my tribe that might have made me a good husband, and I had no more people to consider. The life I had now was all the life I would get.

Amma tugged at her pole and laughed as she brought up a fish. It was long and fat, a fish to feed us for two days. I didn’t understand her luck with the fish. They leaped onto her hook. I moved to the second hole, chiseling out the thin ice, and pulled up the crab trap, pleased to find three large crabs. With these I could barter for more fuel. Everyone made sure they had plenty of fuel for dimmnott, when the world was its coldest and the ice at its thickest.

After Amma caught two more, she said she wanted to go back, and I had to take two trips to get her, our supplies, and her fish back to our boat. I would prepare the fish outside, throwing the entrails far to keep the predators away, although this close to dimmnott even most animals disappeared to spend quiet time with their families. Then we cooked inside. During the warmer sycles we cooked outdoors, but not now, especially not after dark, and by the time we finished, darkness had fallen.

That evening as I lay in my bed, tucked beneath a heavy woven blanket, I wondered about the future. Amma wanted me to be content. I tried. She had lost so much family during the quakes, and having me here, even one remaining member, thrilled her. I had lost just as much, but I had been young. I barely remembered having family. I remembered years and years of loneliness where my opinionated Amma was my only true companion, where I worked when others rested and rested alone when others celebrated, and I was tired of my life. But Amma was still healthy, and I knew I would stay here, pretending to thrive, as long as she lived. That meant years.

I didn’t know how I would survive years. I didn’t know if I even wanted to survive years. I wished I could start walking during dimmnott when nobody was around to see me, hike over the mountains and find a new life somewhere out there, a life with light and warmth and people.

It was a dream, which surprised me. I didn’t know I still had the capacity to dream.

***
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GIANNI SLIPPED HIS TUNIC over his head and slid into the hot spring, sighing with the thrilling pain of the hot water. His toes had gotten too cold today, and the water would hurt before it would heal. Access to this tunnel was new, and many people wished their chance to warm in the hot water. He alone got to decide who could use it and when, and while he had been generous with the new tunnel and its amenities, he also had moments where he shut the rest out and came alone.

Trouble was brewing, and he didn’t know what to do. The tribe was small, and it wasn’t growing. His understanding was that the Fliota were having similar problems. Nearly sixteen years had passed since the quakes had killed so many of the people, and neither tribe had grown enough to make up the losses. Babies weren’t being born like before, and yet nobody appeared sick. If they were being poisoned by bad food or water, wouldn’t someone be sick? What would cause so few children to be born?

Nearly all of the elders had died in the quakes. Every member of his tribe was under the age of thirty, and he craved the wisdom lost. He wished he’d had more respect and patience with the elders when they’d been alive, but he’d had no idea what role they played until they were gone. Perhaps they would have had answers, but he didn’t understand why the world seemed to have stopped working as it should.

Mostly, they would have helped to squash the myths surrounding their leader. Gianni was not supernatural. He wasn’t a child of an angel or a good omen. He was a man with broken eyesight and nothing more. Yes, his particular issues came in handy to a Scavare man, but it wasn’t more than that. It was merely an anomaly that had some positive side effects.

Except soon it wouldn’t. Dimmnott was approaching, and he never did well during the resting days. The celebrations of perfalett were painful to his sensitive eyes, so he rarely attended. And during dimmnott, when everyone in the caves rested and slept, he found himself prowling. He had no family, and the darkness didn’t hinder him. 

For the Fliota the traditions of dimmnott made sense. They lived above ground where light and dark affected the world. The dark days were cold, so nothing grew, and fish didn’t bite, and nothing prowled. It made sense for all of them to hole up in their isbatur and wait until the sun returned. Likewise, during the brightest days it made sense for them to celebrate, using the extra hours of light to frolic and entertain and enjoy life.

But here underground, days were universally cold and dark. The Sacavare didn’t need more or less lettstafur during the dark days. But maybe they did need rest. Maybe they did need a season of celebration, especially since the world had come down around them, trapping some away from their home tunnels, their tana, closing off old passages and opening new. Their entire physical world had changed in the quake that day, and even now, almost twenty years later, they continued to reel and grieve that change.

“May I enter?” asked a quiet, familiar voice. Fidelio. Why the man felt he needed to ask was anyone’s guess. Gianni wasn’t sure he’d ever told his friend no.

“Come join me,” Gianni said.

“Another time,” Fidelio said. He wasn’t sure he liked the hot water, and Gianni laughed at the look the man gave the spring. “You have no light in here. I will never stop being amazed at what you can see.”

Gianni sighed. “Should I light a stick for you?”

“No,” Fidelio said. “No, I just need a moment.”

“You’re bringing me bad news,” Gianni said. Anger flared up and then died away. That was Fidelio’s job, to bring him both good and bad news. It was not the younger man’s fault that bad news always came at the wrong time. Was there such thing as a right time for bad news?

“No,” Fidelio said. He hesitated. “Okay, yes, but not disastrous news.”

“I’m in the hot bath,” Gianni said. “This couldn’t wait? I can’t have thirty randoms of peace?”

Fidelio hesitated again. “Apologies. I’m not used to you taking time to restore. And I’m glad for it. You need it. The Scavare as a whole need it. And I should have considered—”

“Tell me,” Gianni said. Now he felt terrible. Why did he think Fidelio could read his mind and know his every thought and need and whim? 

“Some reported a tremor in the fifth fork.”

Gianni nodded. Yes. That was the trouble. Four times in the past three weeks the fifth fork had experienced a tremor. Barely enough to notice, but a tribe that had lost eighty percent of its population to an earthquake had a sixth sense for tremors.

“Damage?”

“No. Even the status alarms didn’t topple.”

Gianni considered that. “You’re sure it happened? People are nervous. They might feel what isn’t there. If it didn’t topple the alarms, it’s barely a tremor.”

The status alarm was a contraption of extreme balance placed all over the mine shafts. One of the younger women had invented it, and if the ground moved at all, it should fall over. 

“I know,” Fidelio said. He sighed. “I was there, Gianni. I felt it. I don’t think I imagined it. Maybe it’s not the ground itself shifting. I will see if the above world had storms today. Might have been thunder. We haven’t had anyone trade for two days, so nobody has gone to the surface. This close to dimmnott most of those near the surface move down to lower tana for the warmth.”

Gianni was surprised. He thought someone was out there every day. “When did this happen? Us only leaving every few days?”

“For a couple weeks. It’s especially cold this year, and with the dark coming so early, our traders aren’t going out as often. Two of them are pregnant, and they’ll do nothing to chance a loss.”

“I didn’t know that, either,” Gianni said. “Why am I in the dark?”

Fidelio said nothing, and Gianni knew the answer. He’d helped to excavate and explore three new forks this season, and he was exhausted. He’d found a few tunnels where the walls were completely dark, and he wasn’t good at wielding a torch. Usually he relied on the light of the moss to lead him, and when he was reduced to torches like the rest of his people, he felt helpless. So, along with his fatigue, he’d been cranky. Very few people wanted to deal with a tired, cranky, supposedly-supernatural leader.

The superstitions of his people wore him out.

“Okay,” he said. “I know it’s my fault. Two babies, then? It’s been sycles, hasn’t it?”

“More than half a year,” Fidelio said. “You’re okay with fewer trading sessions?”

“If it gets us children, absolutely,” he said. “You’re sure you don’t want to come in?”

Fidelio frowned at the water. “I’m sure. And if I stay, I’d want light. Better for us both if I decline.”

“I suppose,” Gianni said. “I’m not what they say. You believe that, don’t you?”

Fidelio looked around the stone cavern. “You really can see in here.”

So no, Gianni thought. His best friend believed that his ability to see in the dark meant he was something else, something not quite human. He felt immensely alone at that truth.

“Fine,” Gianni said. “Go. Spend time with the others, the normal ones. I’ll just sit here alone. We supernatural creatures don’t need friendship, companionship, love.”

Fidelio walked closer. “Gianni, that’s not what I meant. I don’t understand your skills. It isn’t that I think you’re not human, but you have to admit it’s odd.”

“If I’d come from another family, you’d believe I was simply odd. An anomaly, not otherworldly. But since my family has led the tribe for generations, you all believe crazy things about me. What needs done tomorrow?”

Fidelio took a step back, perhaps surprised by the change of subject. “That depends on your response to the tremor.”

“I have no idea how to respond to the tremor,” Gianni admitted. “It doesn’t set off the status alarms. It hasn’t been felt anywhere else?”

“Not that I’ve been told.”

“I’ll start by verifying the weather outside. Then I’ll walk the distance. After that, I have no idea. I’m not an angel or a prophet. I can’t control tremors. If people wish to avoid the fifth fork, let them. I see no reason to panic, but I understand if that’s the reaction. We know there were a few tremors before the earthquake, but they were in the entire mountain, and they weren’t so slight that a status would go unchanged.”

“There were no status alarms then,” Fidelio said. Gianni held back a growl.

“I know that. But the entire mountain shivered a few times before the quakes. That would have set off the alarms. I don’t know how fearful to be over this. Seeing in the darkness doesn’t mean I can read the mind of the mountain, assuming the mountain had a mind. Honestly, I don’t think it does. I’ll investigate in the morning.”

“Thank you,” Fidelio. “I’m sorry, Gi. I know... I know where you come from, that you’re only human.”

Gianni nodded, wishing he believed his friend. Some days leading this tribe felt hopeless. He couldn’t make children happen. He couldn’t stop an earthquake or eruption if it was meant to happen. He had little power at all, and none if the people chose to take his power from him. He wouldn’t fight them. If they wished to put someone else in his position, he might dance around the chambers in joy. But it seemed they wanted him here, and they thought his ability to see light where they saw darkness meant he could do anything.

How he wished that was true. If he could do anything, he’d attend a perfalett celebration. He’d fall in love with a woman. He might run away from here and find a life elsewhere, someplace where he was unknown. 

But that wasn’t his life. Since the death of his family, his life was caring for these people who lived in this mountain, helping them to mine heit scava, helping them to trade with the Fliota on the lake, and keeping peace when the tight quarters and grief of their losses threatened to make them violent.

That seemed to be the extent of his life. No friendships, no family, no joy.

Duty. How he wished he would never again have to make a decision based on duty.

He wondered if he would even know where to start.
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Twenty days wasn’t long. For twenty days or so the light disappeared, and during those days I visited everyone and yet saw nobody. I intruded on their family times, was thanked, and the door was closed behind me as I left, keeping me out. I was the delivery person, nothing more, and they didn’t give me a second thought.

Amma celebrated dimmnott by curling up in a blanket near the heat pit and reading old books. She’d read them dozens of times, but she only read once per year, for twenty days. She and the others traded books, but still, everyone in the tribe had read everyone else’s books more than once. There were no new stories to tell.

Because I went out every day during the dark days, we had no games. I came home freezing and exhausted from walking and hauling, and I curled up in a blanket of my own and went straight to sleep, so I wasn’t much of a companion for those days.

On the fifth day of dimmnott I was walking to the farthest boat from ours. I wouldn’t make it home tonight, but that was understood, and the Olsen family had asked me to stay overnight. Tomorrow, then, I would make another delivery and stop at the trading spot to see if the Scavare needed anything traded. Possibly we needed more heating ore, but I didn’t know that. Papa Olsen would have that information for me as the head of the trading committee.

The sky was brilliant tonight, tiny, twisting ribbons of light overhead appearing to be the only light in the world. I watched the lazy motions of the heavens and laughed at the realization it was noon. Stargazing at noon. The entire mountain was silent, as though it simply waited for the light to return, frozen in icy peace.

A light wind shifted the nearby trees, and the distant mountaintop rendered green and purple as the auroras lightly danced overhead. The show was muted, but I watched, always amazed by the display. I didn’t know what caused the frozen sky to dance with colors, but I knew it was beautiful and otherworldly. The auroras glowed year-round in the darkness, but only during dimmnott was I able to gaze at it anytime I looked up, day or night.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” a voice asked. I nearly jumped out of my skin, startled, and I turned and found a man sitting on a small ridge of rock, staring at the sky and then turning toward me. We were at the edge of the lake, where stones led to the cliffs at the base of the mountain range. Montefalo was an extinct volcanic crater, a circle of stone surrounding a clear, deep lake, all of it frozen for much of the year. I was halfway between the highest peak, where the Scavare lived, and the side of the lake where my tribe was moored this winter. This man was Scavare, and I didn’t understand what he was doing here. All my senses tingled at his presence. Surprise? Delight? I had no idea. I’d never felt anything like it.

“It is,” I answered. I wasn’t afraid. Violence never occurred between our tribes. His presence made no sense, so I was curious, but it never occurred to me to fear him. “They miss it by staying indoors.”

“We miss it all the time,” he said, aware that I was aware of his heritage. I could see him well enough in the darkness, with his dark hair and strangely light eyes for a Scavare, his face shaped just differently enough from mine that he was clearly not Fliota. “Living beneath the rocks has its disadvantages.”

“It’s warm, though,” I said. “You come out into the cold to see the stars? Wait. You have no lettstafur.”

“Nor do you,” he said. I stopped, wondering if that meant... Was he another like me? That wasn’t possible. We were from different tribes. Surely two anomalies wouldn’t exist so close this way.  

“You can see.”

“Quite well,” he said. “Comes in handy underground.”

“Can all of you see in the dark?” I asked, suddenly excited. Maybe in his world I was normal. Except in his world I was a stranger, a Fliota. So even if my eyes were normal, I would never be normal.

“Just me,” he said. “You? Are you odd as well?”

“Completely odd,” I said. I sat at his side, not even asking his permission, still feeling an indescribable sense of presence. Was this how it felt to make a friend? “How did I not know of you?”

“Same way I didn’t know of you.”

I shrugged. That made sense. “I’m Kaya.”

The man hesitated, and I wondered why he didn’t want to share his name. “Gianni.”

My eyes widened, and I knew exactly why he didn’t want to share his name. But how did I not know the leader of the Scavare shared my condition? How could anything that had happened in the past five randoms be possible?

“So the leader of the Scavare sees in the dark,” I said. “Is that how you became the leader?”

He laughed bitterly. “I became leader because the real leader, my grandfather, died in the quake. And the next in line, his son and my father, went with him. That left me. I was eight.”

“Did they make you lead at eight?” I asked. While I knew the name of the Scavare leader, that was the end of my knowledge. I had never heard the story of his rise to power. I barely gave the Scavare a thought, even though their lives and ours were hopelessly entangled.

“No. They asked one of my friend’s older brother to lead. He did, not happily, until the moment I turned fourteen.”

“Fourteen,” I said. “That seems young.”

“I agree,” Gianni said. “But I could do this handy trick, you see. The walls of the Montefalo mountain caverns are covered in moss, and it glows. Most can’t see it. Most think they live in darkness that is only broken by the lettstafur grown by the Fliota. But I can see. I walk into a pitch-dark chamber and see it all. That means I’m an omen sent by the heavens, and omens can lead even if they are too young.”

I cringed at the dark, bitter tone in his voice. “I’m sorry. My story is the opposite. I am feared, not adored. But here seeing in the dark isn’t the issue. They don’t understand why I can’t see in the light. I miss the festival, and that makes them nervous. Do you see in the light?”

“Not well,” he admitted. “So we’re the same? Our eyes?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I see on the darkest nights, even stormy, cloudy nights. On perfalett days, I wear coverings on my eyes, slotted glasses, but the glare still blinds me. I stay indoors while the rest are outside.”

“Yes,” he said. “I am the same. Slotted glasses. Do they help?”

“Some,” I said.

“I rarely leave the mountain in the daylight. I dream of it, what it must look like, the colors and the way the sunlight moves through the trees and over the water. But if I try to witness it myself, my eyes run and my head throbs and it’s so bright my entire body aches.”

“So you come into the night,” I said. “Into the darkness.”

“Rarely,” he said. “They have a million things for their otherworldly leader to do. Seeing the beauty of the above world is not on their list of approved activities.”

I hurt with his tone, sad and lost. I knew how that felt. My situation was different, but alone and misunderstood is alone and misunderstood regardless of circumstance.

“You escaped, then?” I asked.

“I’m looking at the weather. I hoped to come and find it storming.”

“And why do you look for storms?”

“Because a distant crash of thunder isn’t frightening. But it’s not storming. Has it stormed in the past few days? Or weeks?”

“We get very few thunderstorms in the icy season,” I said. “Why do you want thunder?”

He ran his hand through his dark, wavy hair. “The alternative is that we’re experiencing earth tremors in the mountain. That could mean future quakes. Some fear the mountain is waking up.”

I shuddered. Volcano. He was talking an eruption of a mountain that had never erupted in recorded history. Very few active volcanoes remained coated in ice for most of the year, so we all assumed ours could never wake up again.

“Yes,” he said. “I feel that same thing. I have no answers, and they want answers. So today I ran away to watch the lights. Have they a name? Does this happen every night? I’ve never seen it before.”

The lights in the sky shimmered more brightly as through showing off for him.

“Auroras,” I said. “They are common, especially in the darker days. Sometimes we see them in the light, but they pale. They are brightest on the coldest nights, like tonight. I have no idea what causes them.”

“It’s beautiful,” he said.

For a long while we simply stared at the aurora, and then I spent a moment staring at the leader of the Scavare. Trapped underground because he could see. I was thankful I’d not been trapped underground. I struggled with my condition up here, but the beauty of Montefalo comforted me. I could imagine nothing beautiful in the caves beneath the mountain. What a drab and dreary life his people must lead.

“You are out here alone,” he said quietly.

“Yes. I deliver things to families during dimmnott. Then they don’t have to leave their isbatur. I don’t have to carry light, so it makes sense that I do it.”

“No, it really doesn’t,” he said. “But I understand. Is it always this cold?”

“It is during dimmnott,” I said. “Is the cave warm?”

He shrugged. “We use heit scava like you to do to warm each tana. The corridors aren’t heated, so we wear warm clothing, but it’s not like this. I had forgotten how cold the above world can be.”

“A tana,” I said. “What is that?”

“Ah,” he said. “You live in boats, yes?”

“Isbatur,” I said. “Yes, ice boats. Not made of ice. They freeze into the ice and don’t move for sycles at a time.”

“Tana is the name of a family’s den. They are carved from the stone, rooms with small openings. They occur naturally, we think.”

“What if you outgrow the space?” I asked. He gave me a bitter laugh.

“I wish to see that happen. Since the quake, not many children are born.”

“Yes,” I said. “Same for us.”

“Really,” he said. “I’d heard that, but... It’s true?”

“It’s true. Some consider leaving, but we would need your cooperation.”

“Ours?” Gianni asked. “Why?”

“There is no way out of the valley above world. We would have to use your corridors to escape.”

“Oh,” he said. He ran his hand through his hair. “That is not good news. I thought you could leave. Our corridors collapsed. Much of our world is still inaccessible to us. I assumed if the mountain began to shake, we could leave with you, above world.”

“So all of us are trapped here,” I said. “With a volcano that is mumbling in its sleep.”

“It appears so,” Gianni said. He didn’t sound distressed by this. Perhaps a little put out, but not frightened.

And that was when I realized I wasn’t speaking to someone who shared my strange eyesight. No, I had stumbled across someone else tired of this life, tired of the struggles, the loneliness, all of it. I’d found a kindred soul here in this runaway leader of the cave-dwelling Scavare people.

How very strange, I thought. And how coincidental.

I didn’t take much stock in talk of other worlds and deities, but at that moment an itch ran down my spine, and I wondered what this meeting of ours might mean. I didn’t doubt for a moment that it meant something, and experience said it meant something difficult.

Life was always hanging on the edge of something difficult about to happen.

***
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GIANNI HADN’T EXPECTED TO RUN into anyone out here, and definitely not a young Fliota woman who saw in the dark as he did. It made no sense, and he wouldn’t have believed it except he’d watched her wander across the ice without pausing, moving like she could see it all.

It made him wonder if there were others out there somewhere. Perhaps he and she had a common ancestor, and out beyond Montefalo lived villages full of people like them, people like them who were considered normal. What would it be like not to be considered otherworldly, not to lead, not to make decisions for an entire tribe?

He was exhausted. Seven times now people had reported tremors in the fifth fork. He’d shut it down, exploring day and night for a new fork, and days ago he’d found it, a new vein of ore in an accessible chamber. What bothered him about the newest chamber, the eighth fork, was that it felt warmer down there than anywhere else in the mountain. Was it the depth, or was the volcano really returning to life?

Because he could see so well in the darker chambers, he’d done much of the exploration alone, days of digging out stone, backtracking, eating meals alone on a dusty stone floor. Fidelio had joined him a few times, but since people had begun to call Gianni the spirit king, the man had backed away. Surely Fidelio didn’t believe that nonsense, but for some reason the ideas of the people turned him off.

Now, while his people rested in their tana with their families, he was here, wandering the ice. He hadn’t said this to Kaya, but he was lost. He knew his way home, of course, as the mountain was huge on the horizon. But he didn’t know where he was in relation to anything else. Where did the Fliota live? Where was the edge of the lake, and was he safe near the edges? Did any water run this time of year? It must, or the above world people would die. Did they punch through the ice to draw it?

How had he gotten this far with no understanding of the people who shared this valley with him?

“Where were you heading when I startled you?” he asked Kaya. She laughed. 

“To the Olsen’s isbatur. I’ll bring in their supplies, and I plan to stay there until morning. It’s too far for me to get home tonight. Not that night and day mean much right now, but my body knows it needs sleep at regular intervals.” She tilted her head. “How do you do it underground? How do you know when it’s day or night?”

“Not all of us are underground, or not entirely underground. We mine below, but many of the tana are deep in stone overhangs at the surface. They stay warmer than the above world air, and they let in light. Those people keep the schedules for the rest of us. During the darkest, coldest days, though, they move down. Then someone uses lettstafur to keep track of the time.”

“You live below, then?” she asked.

“I do. It makes sense for me to give the above world housing to someone who can look around during the bright days.”

“So you never see the daylight? Even the sunrises or sunsets, when it’s not so bright?”

He shrugged. She found his life sad. That was interesting, because he thought people who had to live above world in the cold, facing storms and wind and rain, were also sad.

“Well, we have fifteen days before the next sunrise,” she said with a smile. “Maybe a little more. For a few years now dimmnott has been longer.” He didn’t see color well in the dark, but it wasn’t that dark out here. The auroras danced with light, and ribbons of stars filled the skies. However, the auroras painted everything in strange colors, so what he saw wasn’t quite real. He thought her hair was light brown, perhaps dark blond, much lighter than the hair of a Scavare. He thought it was lovely.

“I should let you get back to it,” he said, rising. She stepped back, and then she looked up. He was very tall, which only added to the stories of his otherworldliness. He wished he was normal in even one way, but he wasn’t. “I wish you well.”

“Wait,” she said. She tilted her head. “Tomorrow I head to the trading site. Usually nobody wishes to trade during the dimmnott, but I still visit every three or four days. Can you tell me if your tribe wishes to trade tomorrow? If they don’t, I won’t stop by. I’d like to get home and see my amma. She isn’t well. She’s one of the oldest people in our tribe.”

“How old?” he asked. Someone old. How long had it been since he’d conversed with someone old?

“Seventy-one,” she said proudly. “Her body moves more slowly now, and she gets very cold, which means we spend more than most on heit scava, but her mind is still what it’s always been. I hope it remains that way.”

“So she is wise,” he said.

“I think so, yes.”

“And she was an adult during the quakes. An older adult, even.”

She nodded, looking puzzled. “Why does this matter?”

“Can I visit her? We have no elders among the Scavare. I haven’t spoken with an elder in ages. I’d love to speak with her about the quakes, about anything that might have let them know it was coming. I was a child. Everyone in my tribe was young save a few, and those have no answers for me. But even those who were older weren’t much older.”

“So you were left with a tribe of children?”

“Mostly,” he said. “Then those elders we had got sick, and we lost several only sycles after the quakes. Things changed below, and the elders coughed and got fevers and died.”

“Oh, Gianni,” she said sadly. “And at fourteen you led them.”

“At fourteen I was one of the oldest of the group. Six were older than me, but nobody was more than five years older than me.”

“Yet you managed to continue mining. We had no idea you were enduring that. Or maybe my leaders knew, but I didn’t.”

“We hid it as well as we could. Our elders didn’t trust one another, and we’d been taught to be cautious with your people. I feared they would come and take the mines from us, so I did what I could to keep our secret.”

“Do we trust one another now?” she asked. Gianni grinned at the question, because he was sure she knew the answer.

“We’re too busy to worry about it. Are you busy out here? With so few people, and with so many mines still inaccessible, we stay plenty busy staying alive. Making your people into the enemy isn’t worth my time.”

She laughed at this answer, and he felt something shift in the air around them. Her presence here was so unexpected, so delightful, that he felt her like an imprint on the dark world around them. “I like you, Gianni of the Scavare. I’d be happy to introduce you to my amma. You didn’t tell me if you had anything to trade.”

“Because I don’t know. I put people in charge of that and let it happen without much input. I spend most of my time in the dark looking for new veins of heit scava and trying to open closed passages.”

“You’re always in the dark?” she asked.

“It’s not that dark, not to me.”

She didn’t look like she believed this, but she said nothing else. They walked together for a few randoms, crossing the ice. She wore thick boots, likely spiked, and his weren’t as sure on the ice, so he knew he slowed her down, but she didn’t seem to mind.

“Would you like to meet the Olsens?” she asked. “Because if you come with me, you’re going to meet the Olsens. I don’t know if they have room for you to stay.”

He felt his cheeks warm. “Apologies. I’m not trying to follow and get in your way. I’m just... I’m at loose ends. I’m tired of digging in the rubble. The past weeks with the tremors have taken more finesse than I have with people. If my family had survived, I never would have ended up the leader of this tribe. I have no skills for it.”

And why had he admitted that? Fidelio would pitch a fit if he knew their leader was admitting his fears and weaknesses to a Fliota. Likely he’d have a fit if he knew Gianni was out here at all.

“I’ll leave you, then,” he said. “Apologies again.”

“Gianni,” she said gently. “No need to apologize. I know what it’s like to feel lost. We’re not like them. And yet we are exactly like them, and we wish they could see that.”

“Yes,” he said. She’d put his feelings into words perfectly. “I will see you again.”

“I look forward to it,” she said, and he wandered back toward the mountain, toward home. Tomorrow, though, he planned to meet her at the trading spot and visit with her amma. He needed the wisdom of age, because he had no idea how to deal with a trembling mountain on his own.
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When she approached him at the trading stone the next afternoon, she laughed. She had a beautiful laugh. It surprised him that she walked with her hood back, her head exposed to the bitter cold, but it allowed him to see that she was pale like the rest of the Fliota, long hair plaited down her back. Light snow was falling, and it nestled like tiny gems in her hair. She had a small button nose and wide, pale eyes. 

“So, this means nothing to trade?” she asked, teasing in her tone. “I have wasted my time walking here?”

“You have come to escort me to visit your amma,” he said with hope. “Yes?”

“Of course,” she said. “And I get company for the walk back. Did you wear better boots today?”

“No,” he said. “I don’t have better boots. Walking across the lake isn’t my normal pastime.”

She gave him a sigh, although her eyes twinkled as she did, and she put her hand around his forearm to steady him while they crossed the frozen lake. Isvatnio was wide and deep, and he wondered how thick the ice was during dimmnott.

“Can you cross the lake all year?”

“No,” she said. “But most of the year, yes. The very center always wears a layer of ice, but during perfalett that ring of ice is small. When the edges thaw, we move our boats so we won’t harvest too much lettstafur in any one location. Then the boats freeze into place for more than half the year, and we harvest and fish in our places until the next thaw.”

He liked the rhythms of life above world. Below ground life felt endless, no changes in seasons or days or sycles. Even perfalett and dimmnott were created, nothing they required.

He’d wondered many times how his people had ended up living beneath a mountain, how the Fliota had ended up on a frozen lake. Their tribes fully needed one another for survival, and that seemed strange, too. Nobody in his tribe knew the history of his people. They had no rhythms, no history, simply weeks and sycles of identical days.

“It’s there,” Kaya said, pointing at a wide, long boat frozen into the lake, wide stands of lettstafur growing behind it. He wasn’t sure in the dim light, but he thought the boat was painted bright blue.

“Blue,” he said. “Yes?”

She laughed. “We paint our boats very bright colors. That way we can identify one another in the distance, and color is a good thing. Ice has little color. Lettstafur is pale green when young and brown when it’s ready to harvest. It seems we Fliota like color, and our world is lacking, so we make our own.”

“I like it,” he said. “We have little color below. Even when a room is brightly lit with lettstafur, most of my people can’t see much color.”

Kaya led him up a ramp onto the deck of the boat, where she knocked once and opened the door. The main section of the boat was lit, and he got his first look into a Fliota home.

The space was long and wide. He assumed two men could lie end to end across the width, and four or five the other way. Crates of belongings rested against the walls, and soft-looking furnishings sat near the center, facing the heit shava pit. That looked familiar, for his people did the same, placed the smoldering ores in stone pits in the center of the living areas.

Lettstafur were cut shorter here than below, for they lived with a lower ceiling. The caves could have ceilings several times the height of a man, so tall reeds were placed around the edges of a room to light it. Here four short pieces were situated in special vases around the old woman in the widest chair.

When heit shava burned, it produced heat and no light, smoldering until it was gone. Light came from the lettstafur, which only had to be broken to light, not burned. The Fliota knew the skill of cutting the reeds very low to the ground while not disturbing the bubbles of fluid that made up the core of it. Once they were placed in their vases, the reed was bent, breaking a few bubbles in the center. For some reason, broken bubbles lit up, and those lit the rest. The light was dim, and it lasted seven hundred randoms, one third of a day. Exactly the same time for every reed, whether long or short. He wondered how the reeds worked, why there was so little variation in the time when it glowed.

“Amma,” Kaya said. “I bring us a visitor. Gianni of the Scavare wants to speak with you.”

Amma was indeed very old. Gianni didn’t remember ever seeing someone so old. Her hair was dark and loose, which wasn’t how he remembered aged people, but her skin was wrinkled and sagged at her jaw. Her light eyes twinkled as she smiled at him.

“A visitor,” she said. Her voice sounded old, too, but her smile was still that of a young woman. “And Gianni. You are the leader of the Scavare. What do you want with me?”

“Conversation,” he said, sitting where Kaya indicated. He relaxed into a soft chair across from Amma, and Kaya sat at her grandmother’s side, filling the rest of the wide chair. “Wisdom, perhaps. The Scavare lost its elders during the quakes, and I need information.”

Amma nodded. “I’m sorry to hear that. And I’m surprised I didn’t know that.”

“We kept it to ourselves,” he said. “I want to know about the quakes. Do you know if there were warnings? We fear the mountain is shaking again, and I have little memory of the first time.”

Amma nodded thoughtfully. “The entire valley shivered before the quakes. For a week ahead of the quakes, we all felt mild shivers in the land, but we didn’t understand what it meant. We should have left, but we are a permanent people. We can’t take boats over the mountains. Even if we had started to pack, I doubt we’d have survived.”

“A wave took the Fliota,” Gianni said. “Right?”

“Right. We didn’t expect that. Even those who warned the mountain might shake thought it wouldn’t affect us. We worried something might happen to the mines, but that was also far from us. Most of us use your ore but think little of the people behind the ore.”

She said it sadly, apology in her voice. He understood, because his people gave little thought to those who cut lettstafur to light their tana.

“So all of us were caught off guard,” he said. “Have you felt tremors above world recently?”

“No,” Kaya said. “We’ve had winds and storms, but not many during the icy season, and nothing out of the ordinary.”

He sighed. No answers would be found here.

“You’ve had tremors,” Amma said. 

“Yes,” he said. “Only in one fork, one vein.”

“Where?” she asked. “In relation to the lake, the mountain, where do you feel the tremors?”

“Near the outside of the mountain,” he replied. “It’s a vein I opened less than a year ago. Closer to the edge of the mountain, I believe, although I don’t know how close. Distance below is difficult to relate to the geography above.”

“A river,” Amma said. “Could you hear the sound of a river on the surface? We had mild days before dimmnott. Ice that rarely loosens fell from the cliffs. Papa Olsen said a new river had come from the west side of the mountain.”

Gianni felt like a weight had fallen from his shoulders. Could the sound be a shift above and not an omen of doom for his people? He wanted that to be true.

“How could you determine that?” Kaya asked.

“I suppose I have to go see,” he said. “I have no experience climbing around the mountain. Do your people do it?”

“No,” she said. “We rarely approach the mountain.”

“I wonder how it happened,” Gianni said. He turned to Amma again. “What do you know of the history? How did our people end up here, working together without being together? What brought us to such an inhospitable place and convinced us to stay? Our people lost their history, and I am curious.”

“You have no history?” Amma sounded shocked.

“I am twenty-four years old,” Gianni said quietly. “The oldest person in our tribe is twenty-nine. Half our corridors are still filled with rubble. Some of them were filled with living people, trapped until they starved or dehydrated. For years our goal has been survival, not the retelling of old tales. And the truth is most of those tales died the moment of the quake, when our elders were taken from us.”

He sat back, uncertain why he felt defensive. Amma put a gnarled hand on his knee, patting twice.

“Our tribe didn’t fare much better. So many dead. Whole families lost. We have old and young, but few new ones come to replace the old.”

“We have the same problem,” Gianni said. “Right now we’re expecting two babies. This is a cause for celebration. Half a year has passed since a child was born to our people.”

Amma tilted her head. “Our tribes fled here together, although we were not friends. War to the south sent many from their homes. Your tribe knew mining, and ours knew the sea. We never expected to live on a lake, especially one that froze. We were meant to sail and travel and see the world. Your people never expected to live below ground. They used to live above and use the mines only to have something to sell for wares.

“When we fled—and this is a generation or two before my lifetime—our people stumbled upon a path into this dead volcano. It felt safe. Who would look for someone in such an inhospitable place? Many deaths occurred before we learned to harvest the lettstafur, before the first vein of heit shava was mined. They tried to live in the forests to the east, between the lake and the east peak, but little lives here. We were limited to fish and birds. Then we overhunted, and we were limited to fish and crabs and whatever we could get from the lake.”

“Why did we stay?” Kaya asked. “Why are we never told these stories?”

“We stayed because we feared leaving,” Amma said with a sigh. “Our ancestors were cowards. They should have gone back to assess the state of the world, but they did not. None of the people were happy here in the cold. The Scavare didn’t wish to live underground, although they found warmth. The Fliota didn’t wish to be frozen into their homes, but they found safety. And so two tribes simply decided a life they hated was better than no life at all, and they stayed.

“Then children were born. Heit shava and lettstafur were discovered. There’s something about caring for families that brings hope even to the darkest situation. Children born here didn’t know another world existed. They laughed and grew and played, and suddenly this life felt more like a life worth pursuing. Within another generation nobody questioned living here, and nobody considered leaving. This was home.”

Amma shrugged. “Or that’s the story. I never considered the world outside. I was born here, married, had babies, lived my life. Then the quake took it all and trapped us, and I’ve gone over our history dozens of times, wondering if we should have stayed. What if our people had looked outside Montefalo? But perhaps the war took everyone. For all I know, we are the only people on the world. Perhaps this is the safest place to be.”

Gianni considered this. What was the world like outside Montefalo? And did it matter? This was their life, two tribes working together to survive. Survival and only survival. Was that all they could hope for? He barely remembered life before the quake. Perhaps life had always been no more than survival, not for anyone anywhere at any point in time.

So why did he want so much more?

Eventually Kaya started to cook fish over the heit scava, and she asked Gianni to stay. Curious about the lives of the Fliota, he agreed. Amma continued to talk, sharing bits and pieces from her childhood, but Kaya was subdued. He hoped he didn’t make her uncomfortable. People in the mountain were uncomfortable with him because he was different, something supernatural to be feared. Since he and Kaya shared this anomaly, he assumed she didn’t fear him, but her silence made him wonder.

When the meal was finished, he offered to help her clean up. He knew it was time to return home, but he wasn’t in a hurry to go and be alone.

“It will wait,” she said. “You’re a guest. You’re a long way from the mountain. If you’d like to stay tonight, I can set up blankets for you. Clearly Amma and I don’t use all the space in this boat.”

“How many normally live in an isbatur this size?” he asked.

“Ten, maybe,” she said. “A couple generations will live together so the older ones have help. The cold is difficult on old joints. And it seems every year it gets colder.”

“I’ve heard that,” he said. “But don’t the elders always say that? Even I find myself talking about the old days like I’ve got the experience of ages behind me.”

She smiled at that. Here in the light of the lettstafur he had discovered her hair was almost red, dark chestnut that caught the light and shined, smooth and silky. Her eyes were likely green, a color he’d not seen on a Scavare. She wasn’t tall, which made him wonder if she was normal or short compared to her people. Gianni himself was nearly half a head taller than anyone in his tribe, which only added to their belief that he was something unique.

He watched in wonder as Kaya helped Amma prepare for bed. He’d never been around someone who was losing the ability to function. Amma wasn’t steady on her feet, sometimes moving with the aid of a heavy stick. Kaya took her to another room to help her dress, and she returned bundled heavily, clearly struggling to stay warm. After the woman lay down on a raised mat on the edge of the room, Kaya started another pit of heit scava, and then she returned to the center pit.

“Normally we sleep close to the pit,” she explained. “But tonight I felt


























[image: ]



































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
e
&





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FIRE MOURTAN
iy






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





