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Tallow grinned at the satisfying sound of the pneumatic claws digging into the bark and penetrating the cambium of the tree. He inhaled deeply, enjoying the scent of fresh-cut wood.

He needed a few moments to catch his breath after the last series of jumps. Retracting the blades from his right gauntlet, Tallow freed his hand to pound a piton into the sapwood. Clipping a cord from his belt harness to the tree, he anchored his boot spurs, retracted his left gauntlet and leaned back letting the harness support his weight.

He took a moment to admire the new gauntlets. Custom-made to his specifications, the cost nearly emptied the credit in his account, but the devices had already proven their worth. He could travel at nearly twice his normal speed.

Tallow recalled the skepticism on the Vigil’s face when he made the request. Most scouts made do with a knife in each hand and their grappling hooks. It seemed an unnecessary extravagance for a young man who should be building credit toward a bride price. Life at the base of the swath came with an expectation to produce offspring for the tribe, and brides were only available from the Luminaries.

Tallow was certainly interested in a bride, but his job was a dangerous one and if he wanted to live long enough to produce offspring, safety was a priority. Caution took time—lost time meant lost credit. He was convinced the gauntlets would enhance his potential to accrue credit without increasing risk. Flint was sending him further abroad, and it took longer to return from a scouting expedition. Tallow needed to find a way to compensate. For every day he was away, he wasn’t earning a share of income from the peat harvested by the rest of the tribe in his absence.

His lonely scouting trips in the past had offered plenty of time to refine the concept for the gauntlets. Months worth of crude prototypes littered his cave. They were crafted from broken eating utensils or bent tools he’d claimed from his brothers before they discarded them. Field tests of his last prototype had been satisfying enough that he was confident a properly machined version would perform well. Tallow described what he wanted, handed his prototype to the Vigil and placed his order. It took six long weeks before Vigil Strom finally returned with the professionally machined gauntlets. The results exceeded his expectations. Gleaming steel claws slid smoothly in their sheaths, the blades honed to razor sharpness. The craftsmen had thoughtfully included a tool for maintaining the edge.

That had been a week ago and he’d been experimenting with them ever since. On his current scouting mission, he’d found some tubers in what looked to be part of an ancient cultivated field. Unfortunately, that would only provide a one-time offering and the field wasn’t large. A long-term source of a valued commodity was the goal. Ideally, the tribe needed to find more peat or coal to power the forges and vapour engines of the Luminaries. Ore for manufacturing was also in demand, but was much harder to obtain.

Tallow was primarily focussed on finding another peat bog. He hated digging peat, but shifting to coal or minerals would require new tools and that would deplete everyone’s credit for years to come. It was bad enough that they needed to look so far abroad. If he found something too remote, it would force the tribe to move their camp. In that event, Vigil Strom would want the sky lift relocated as well. That expense would also affect their credit, but they could do nothing about that potential concern.

Tallow plotted a path through the trees. He’d drifted dangerously close to the limen, the threshold of the swath. It was the point of transition where gravity reversed. Everything within the swath fell toward the heavens, and everything on the other side of the limen fell to earth.

Tallow didn’t understand the science behind it, but he’d heard the tales. Five hundred years ago, gravity suddenly reversed within a band that encircled the globe. Everything between the latitudes of thirty degrees on either side of the equator went into a half gravity freerise toward the heavens. Animal life, people, and everything that was unattached took flight with catastrophic consequences. Those who didn’t die immediately from flying debris died of exposure while floating helplessly in the ether. Some, lucky enough to be indoors at the time, avoided that immediate fate. In the end, they suffered a worse one—cut off in a world suddenly devoid of provisions, victim to the cruelties of desperate men.

Over hundreds of years, the lack of rainfall and inevitable decay sent a stream of atmospheric flotsam into the troposphere. Somehow, survivors of the catastrophe managed to gather that material and form islands in the sky. Their descendants have lived there ever since.

Occasionally he wondered why the tether tribes remained at the base of the swath. The only answer to that question he’d ever received was that it had always been so. A pragmatic man, Tallow didn’t dwell on such things. He’d never seen those islands in the sky, and knowing about them made little difference to the here and now. Life at the base of the swath was difficult enough without daydreaming about some supposed utopia in the clouds. Stumbling about lost in thought was a good way to lose your life. The limen was to be avoided—crossing it from the heavens meant a twelve thousand foot plunge to earth. Crossing it from the earth meant an equally swift freerise through the troposphere where one could expect to drift unnoticed if your heart was strong enough to survive the ascent. He shuddered at the thought of floating helplessly in the ether where a random breeze might blow a survivor across the limen once more, resulting in a second terrifying plunge back down to earth and certain death.

Tallow glanced at the threshold, trying to imagine what it would be like to cross the limen from his current position so close to the surface. They were taught that bones would snap and organs would rupture. The tether tribes maintained a creative debate touting a variety of dire consequences. The fall would be short, but theories abounded about the danger of suddenly transitioning from a half-gravity environment to a full gravity one. Those outcomes were already distressing enough, but for Tallow, the ever-present threat of wild carnivores roaming the wilderness beyond the swath was even worse. Tallow chuckled as he recalled late night conversations around the camp stove. There were many imaginative speculations, but little supporting evidence. Still, it was enough to prevent a reasonable mind from considering a crossing.

Tallow’s eyes habitually flicked toward the limen as he moved through the forest. It wasn’t difficult to identify the threshold if you knew where to look. Plant life didn’t concern itself with borders and provided numerous signs. Inevitably, a tree would produce branches on both sides of the limen, the leaves of some hanging toward the earth and some hanging toward the sky. Perhaps more disorienting was witnessing a flock of birds landing in that same tree—some upside down and some upside right depending on your perspective. Birds seemed indifferent, able to fly in either orientation and transitioning with a simple barrel roll. They often made a game of it as they playfully chased each other back and forth across the threshold.

As a scout, Tallow was attuned to other more subtle signs. Grasses moved in odd ways as breezes forced them across the limen, affected by the contradictory effects of wind and alternating gravitational pull. Flying insects who stumbled through would find themselves darting up and down at the mercy of gravitational flux without the mass to break free. Those and other clues created visible indicators for a trained eye.

Identifying the limen was second nature to anyone raised in its proximity. Nursery rhymes and games entrenched awareness of it from childhood. Regardless, it was part of Tallow’s job as a scout to tie colourful ribbons around nearby trees creating more easily spotted markers for his tribe. He did so now as he considered his next jump. The forest had narrowed at this point. No doubt that was how he found himself so close to the limen.

Over centuries, the interior of the swath had become a desert punctuated with water that existed in valleys or underground streams below the plane of inversion. Flora remained confined to riverbanks and lakefronts, creating a spiderweb of tenacious life. The swath also harboured forests along the edge of the limen, spreading roots into areas where rain still fell. Fauna existed in the form of tree-dwelling creatures that were hunted or trapped. Knowing where to dig, one could also unearth small burrowing animals. Aside from providing dietary staples, these green corridors were the only safe means of travel for the tether tribes.

Tallow followed the limen which provided the easiest way to navigate a great distance in a straight line. The true east/west orientation offered a natural compass, simplifying the process of mapping rivers and streams as they crossed his path. He recorded each branching corridor, marking it for future exploration if the direct route proved fruitless. Tallow hoped that would be unnecessary, the tribe had limited time and few resources for exploration.

Leaping earthward in a calculated arc brought him swiftly to the next tree on his path. In those moments between ether and earth, Tallow always experienced the exhilaration that made his lonely journeys bearable. The half gravity of the swath allowed him to travel much further in a jump than would be possible beyond the limen. Tallow often wondered how the Tellusans endured their slow form of travel. One plodding foot in front of the other—feeling weight equivalent to a load of peat even though their arms were empty. Tallow shook the depressing image from his mind as he allowed his fingers to rustle the tall grasses at the apex of his arc. He tucked into a crouch, gauntlets and boot spurs facing the oncoming tree. Blades and spikes sunk into the bark as his muscles absorbed the impact. He took several deep breaths as he hammered in a piton and gathered his safety tether from the previous hitch at his point of departure. The gauntlets helped increase his rate of travel, but the process of relocating his tether was still the slowest part of the process. He hadn’t figured out a way to resolve that particular problem.

The voice of Smokey, Tallow’s beloved mentor, surfaced in his mind. ‘Never fail to plant a piton.’ When he became too old to scout, Smokey trained Tallow as his replacement. Smokey had been mentored in turn by a man named Trapper, who designed the spiral piton used exclusively by the Blackspike Tribe. Trapper enjoyed some notoriety until he disappeared while on a scouting mission, never to return. It emphasized the importance of safety measures. Even the most seasoned scout could make a mistake. That loss had a profound impact on Smokey, who had to invent his own techniques to fill in the gaps of his training. He drilled Tallow mercilessly until his protocols were ingrained. “Still,” Tallow muttered, “Smokey never had these gauntlets.” Tallow glanced at the coiled tether on his right hip. It was long enough to reach between two trees. The gauntlets had proven themselves—maybe he could place a piton every second tree. It would still provide an anchor point.

Tallow quickly tied his tether and chose two candidates for a successive jump. He aimed for a stout bough on the first tree instead of the trunk. It would allow him to launch past on his way to the second objective without coming to a complete stop. If he could master the manoeuvre, it would double his pace. He took a deep breath and launched himself, crouching mid-flight so his hands and feet would land on the branch at the same time. At the moment of impact, he was already springing forward toward the next tree. He had barely left the bough when he saw his mistake. The second tree was diseased, and the bark was loose. He hadn’t been able to see that detail from the greater distance. Hands and feet forward, he prayed that his new gauntlets would grant him extra purchase. His claws sank deep—too deep. It was worse than he thought. The tree was beetle infested and the weakened wood crumbled from the impact of his blades. He scrabbled to gain purchase, but spur and blade slid freely as though he were stabbing at loose peat.

Tallow started pinwheeling into freerise—pummelled by branches, his attempts to grab them slipping through his fingers. A moment of panic ensued when he couldn’t stop his spin until he recalled something Smokey had once told him. If you ever find yourself in an uncontrolled gyration, tuck for a moment and then arch your belly into the fall. Tallow managed to pull out of the spin just as he reached the end of his tether. A vicious jolt jerked his body as the tether pulled tight between harness and piton. The extra length had allowed him to gain too much momentum, and the piton broke free.

Fear gripped Tallow as he considered his impending death. What could he do? There must be something—wait—the grapple. He reached for the grappling hook on his other hip and slashed his leg in the process, having forgotten to sheathe the claws of his gauntlets. He ground his teeth in pain as he retracted the blades and pulled the rope from his harness. Steady, Tallow, you’ve practised this hundreds of times. The thought brought little comfort since he’d never practised it while flying through the air as he neared the treetops.

Tallow spun the grapple hook, seeking a target. He would only get one chance before the treetops were beyond reach. He had to make it count. There! A kapok tree with a fairly open crown broke through the canopy just to his left. He was out of time and released the grapple—willing it to connect. Everything slowed to one moment, his life in the balance. The arc was good, the hook was heading toward the tree. Tallow wrapped the end of the tether around his forearm, unwilling to trust the harness alone. The tether crossed a bough as intended and began a centripetal wrap, but before it could complete a full rotation the tether reached its limit. In a state of panic, Tallow yanked the tether as hard as he could to embed the hooks before they had a chance to slip past the bough. Something caught, but he couldn’t tell if it was one hook or two. He held his breath and a second later, jerked to a sudden stop.

Tallow was hyperventilating, but only hesitated long enough to alleviate his dizziness—he wasn’t out of danger yet. With a slow steady rhythm, he began to pull himself toward the tree. Hand over hand, careful not to allow any slack that might dislodge a precariously placed hook. His arms were burning by the time he placed his own hands on the bough, but he didn’t stop until he was at the base of the tree, tied to three pitons—claws and spurs firmly embedded. It was only then that he noticed how close the kapok was to the limen. If his hook had caught on the wrong branch, he would have pulled himself straight across the threshold and plummeted two hundred feet to the earth.

Tallow chose not to dwell on it. It was enough that he was alive. At least that’s what he told himself as he hugged the tree a little tighter waiting for his body to stop trembling.
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“You need to start thinking of your future, Sicily!”

“What do you think I’ve been doing, Papa?”

Ryo Basurto let out a frustrated huff. “Travelling the world in search of true love isn’t a plan.”

“Grandma found love with an outsider.”

“That was different, he came here. Your grandmother didn’t run off looking for someone.”

“That’s not what this is really about, Papa, and you know it. I don’t fit in here. The village views me as an outsider just like they did Grandpa. He looked different too.”

“Where would you go? The closest village is seventy miles from here, and it’s no larger than this one. The nearest city is over three hundred miles away. How would you get there? You can’t travel that distance alone and I’m too old to make such a journey with you.”

Sicily held her tongue. She’d heard the arguments before.

“If you marry one of the young men from the village, perhaps you can convince him to leave with you —”

Sicily interrupted. “Look me in the eyes, Papa, and name one person who might consider leaving.”

Ryo avoided her gaze.

“The villagers have no imagination or ambition! They’re set in their ways.”

Ryo lifted his head, indignant. “Is that truly what you think, Sicily? That it didn’t take imagination or ambition to settle in this place? The founders of this village had vision and perseverance. They came up with creative ways to establish themselves. The people of Endelton are honest and hard-working. Each generation adding something new, the community growing in size so that one day we might become the kind of city you romanticize. Perhaps you think that vision small, but it’s a grand one and I suggest you revise your perspective.”

Sicily reddened. “I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that—Mama would understand.”

Ryo’s expression softened as he gathered his daughter into his arms. “I miss her, too, but I’m getting old and I don’t want you to be alone when I’m gone.”

That was the heart of the matter. Her mother had died giving birth to their second child, their newborn son dying shortly after. The unexpected loss changed her father. Where once he was impulsive and adventurous, now he was fearful and cautious. Her grandparents were no longer alive and the thought of losing his only remaining family paralyzed him. Sicily knew that same fear drove her father to make sure she wasn’t alone should he suddenly die.

“Promise me you’ll give this more thought.”

“I will, Papa.”

“I need to get out to the fields. How much longer before the tanning is complete on those three hides? Jenner is asking about them.”

“I was going to take two of them off the frames this morning. The third will need a few more days. If you see Jenner in the fields, tell him I can get them to him by week’s end.”

Ryo kissed Sicily on the forehead and grabbed the lunch she’d packed for him. “I’ll see you later.”

“Bye, Papa, go easy on your back today.”

Sicily turned to the morning’s chores, her mind on the conversation with her father. He was only looking out for his little girl, but she wasn’t a child anymore. He knew that, of course, or he wouldn’t be pushing her to marry.

Somehow, she had to leave this place. She knew her father was right—the village was home to decent folk for the most part, but if she married someone from Endelton, she would remain there for the rest of her life. Even if she found someone willing to consider leaving, the opportunity would never present itself. Something would always get in the way, especially if she had children. She knew that if she became a mother, her priorities would change. That wouldn’t be all bad, she wanted children one day, but she wanted to see the world first. Her grandmother had found something more for herself. Sicily just wanted the same opportunity.

Grandfather was an outsider. He came from a place just as small and nowhere near as pleasant. Even so, the stories he told were of a different place with peculiar customs and it filled her mind with a longing to experience everything the world had to offer. Her brows furrowed as she worked at a stain in the trousers she was scrubbing. The fragrance of lavender and lye filled the air—a familiar scent. I’m so tired of familiar!

Thoughts drifted to her options. As her father had noted, she couldn’t attempt to travel through the wilderness on her own. The risks were simply too great. At a minimum, she needed at least one travelling companion. Any number of events might require an extra pair of arms. Turning an ankle or falling into a ravine were real possibilities. Two could fend off a wild animal or bandit and take turns on night watch. Two could share warmth on a cold night or lift a heavy weight. Perhaps most importantly, two could talk, plan and keep desperation at bay when trouble arose. Sicily could be called hopelessly romantic, impractical, impulsive and many other things, but she wasn’t a fool. A larger travelling party would be better, but she’d be lucky to find even one person in Endelton she could persuade to leave the only home they’d ever known. Somehow she needed to find a willing partner.

Perhaps Adis, the tinker, would have some ideas. His wagon would be coming back through town in a week or so. She had actually approached him in the past and brazenly offered to be his wife if he took her with him. He had smiled indulgently and reminded her that he couldn’t fulfill the duties of a husband.

Tinkers were eunuchs by choice, rendering themselves less threatening
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