








Reader of the Wind

An eagle shrieked, and Kora ducked for cover, pulling Harrik down with her behind a rocky outcrop. Her heart pounded against her ribs. Beneath her fingers on his wrist, she felt his pulse – fast and fearful, mirroring her own.

“She saw us at the nest,” Kora whispered, her breath blooming white in the thin, cold air of the Heights. “I told you we shouldn’t have come so close.”

Harrik’s eyes – deep brown, the brown of dried feathers – were wide with a thrilling mix of fear and excitement. At twelve, he was already bold to the point of recklessness: endlessly curious, never one to back down from a dare.

“It’s okay,” he whispered back – though his racing pulse betrayed him. “She won’t spot us here.”

The angry mother eagle circled, her huge wings casting a fleeting shadow over them. Fifteen feet, easily, tip to tip.

“Just one more look,” Harrik begged. “I’ve never seen eggs this early in the season.”

Kora bit her lip. She was thirteen, the older one, already learning how the air currents shaped everything up here. She should have known better. Yet here she was – hiding from an angry bird after sneaking too close to its nest.

“Okay, on three,” she gave in. “Quick peek – then we run.”

Harrik grinned, and Kora felt a flutter in her chest – one that had nothing to do with the eagle overhead.

“One… two… three!”

They bolted from cover, scrambling to the edge of the nesting plateau. The eagle dove instantly, screeching – talons out, ready to defend her blue-speckled eggs.

“Run!” Kora shouted, grabbing Harrik’s hand.

They raced away, leaping over rocks, sliding on ice patches, laughing breathlessly despite the danger closing in. The wind whistled past Kora’s ears, carrying the powerful whoosh of wings right behind them. They reached the safety of the downward path just as the eagle, unwilling to leave her eggs unguarded for long, pulled up.

Out of range, they collapsed onto the ground, gasping, laughter catching in their throats.

“Did you see?” Harrik asked when he could talk. “Three eggs! The elders say that’s a blessing for the tribe.”

Kora nodded, still smiling. “Your father will say it’s a good sign.” She didn’t say what they both knew: as the chief’s son, good signs tended to point Harrik’s way.

“I’ll tell him you saw them first,” Harrik said, bumping her shoulder with his. “Your eyes are better.”

“And you run faster,” she said, bumping him back. “Good team.”

They sat on the sun-warmed rock, legs dangling over the immense drop, looking out at the endless sky scattered with floating islets. Below them lay Roost, spread across its terraces – the most permanent home their people had known. Smoke drifted up from cooking fires, and eagles soared between platforms, carrying people about their day.

“Race you to the channel?” Harrik asked, already on his feet.

“You wish,” Kora retorted, scrambling up – though she knew he’d probably win.

As they ran down the path toward the channel that supplied Roost’s water, Kora found herself watching Harrik – the way the sun caught his dark hair, the sound of his laugh, the sure way he moved.

That was the first day she realized her feelings for the chief’s son were changing. He wasn’t just her friend anymore. It was something more complicated, scarier, and more exciting than outrunning any eagle.



Six years passed.

Kora stood with the tribe, her fingers tracing the swirling wind-pattern tattoos on her forearms – marks showing she was learning the wind-reader’s craft. The tattoos weren’t just decoration; they mapped the invisible language of the air.

But she wasn’t looking at her arms. Her eyes were fixed on Harrik. He was eighteen now, walking toward the Eagle Cliff for his bonding ceremony. He looked impressive in his ceremonial feather cloak, ritual patterns painted across his bare chest, his face shimmering faintly with blue heartstone dust.

“He was always marked for great things,” her mother murmured beside her. Kora glanced over; her mother’s own tattoos were faded now. “But don’t forget what I told you, daughter.”

Kora swallowed. They’d had this talk before. Her friendship with Harrik had quietly deepened into something else – secret meetings, a hesitant first kiss, whispered hopes.

“They will never let him marry you,” her mother said quietly, for Kora’s ears only. “He’s the chief’s son, raised to be the best. You aren’t seen as a suitable match for him, Kora.”

“Is there anything wrong that we love each other?” Kora whispered back, aware of the people nearby.

Her mother sighed softly. “Love isn’t wrong, dear. But politics seldom cares for love.”

Before Kora could answer, the drums began. Chief Berrik, Harrik’s father, stepped forward holding the ceremonial eagle-call whistle, carved from bone and inlaid with heartstone. The crowd hushed as he handed it to his son.

Harrik took it solemnly, but as he turned to the cliff edge, his eyes found Kora’s. Just a look, a tiny nod, a flicker of a smile – but it felt like a promise. Whatever politics demanded, what they shared was real.

The drums grew louder as Harrik stepped to the very edge. He raised the whistle and blew a sharp, complex call into the thin air.

Then he spread his arms and jumped.

Kora’s breath caught. Her stomach plunged as he vanished. She knew the ritual, knew most survived – but fear seized her. One in twenty didn’t make it back.

Time stretched. The tribe held its breath.

Then a huge brown eagle soared into view, Harrik clinging to its back. It circled three times, Harrik raising his arms in triumph.

The crowd cheered wildly. Kora shouted too, relief washing over her, pushing aside her mother’s warnings. Harrik had passed his final trial. He was now considered a man – ready for council, ready for hunts, ready for marriage.

The eagle landed, and Chief Berrik proudly embraced his son. Harrik accepted the elders’ congratulations gracefully, but his eyes kept finding Kora.

Later, when the feast was winding down, they found a moment alone.

“I heard your voice in the wind,” Harrik whispered, his face still bright with success. “When I jumped. It helped.”

Kora smiled, though the warnings lingered. “You were never short on courage.”

“It’s easier to be brave,” he replied, his hand briefly brushing hers before they had to separate, “when you have something worth coming back to.”

Watching him rejoin his father, surrounded by important families, Kora felt a familiar worry. How long could stolen moments last against duty and expectation? She was just a wind-reader’s daughter, not a strategic match for a future chief.

But tonight, she let herself hope.



Kora sat at the edge of Whisper Islet, eyes closed, feeling the invisible currents flow past. At twenty-three, she was becoming known as a skilled wind-reader, sensing shifts others couldn’t.

She’d spent the last month practicing alone on this small, high islet, where the winds were cleaner, sharper. It was lonely, but she needed the focus.

And the solitude gave her space to think about Harrik. About their hidden relationship, balanced precariously for five years since his bonding. Five years of secret meetings, watching him take on more duties while she honed her skills. Five years of him politely turning down the marriage prospects his parents presented.

It couldn’t go on forever.

The wind shifted, carrying a faint, familiar scent – pine and heartstone. Kora opened her eyes. Only Harrik would come here.

“Took you long enough,” she said without turning.

He chuckled. “You knew I was coming.”

“The wind told me,” she confirmed, looking over her shoulder.

He looked more like the leader now – leaner, more sure of himself. But his deep brown eyes were the same – warm, kind, with that spark of mischief only she seemed to ignite.

“I missed you,” he said, sitting beside her.

Kora leaned against him, just for a moment. “I missed you too.”

They sat quietly, watching the sunset paint the floating islets gold and purple. Below, the magnificent clouds glowed softly.

“Come back to Roost,” Harrik said finally. “Finish your training there.”

Kora shook her head. “I need this time – to think. To figure out what I really want.”

“And what’s that?” he asked carefully.

She turned to him. “Do you ever wonder what’s below the clouds? Or past the high streams?”

Harrik frowned. “Kingdoms. Traders. You know that.”

“But farther down? We know of Depths – that great storm beneath the kingdoms. Legends say there’s nothing below it. But no one really knows.”

“Old stories,” he dismissed. “Why ask now?”

Kora took a breath. “In Caligan, in the Technocracy, there’s a university. They study winds with science, instruments, math. Meteorology, they call it.”

His frown deepened. “You’ve been talking to lowlander traders.”

“Yes. And their way of understanding weather… it fits with our ways. Together, the two could–”

“You’re thinking of going down there,” Harrik interrupted, sounding shocked. “To study?”

Kora met his eyes. “I’m thinking about it.”

“But you belong here. With the tribe. With–” He stopped.

“With you?” she finished softly. “Do I, Harrik? Do I really belong here?”

The pain in his eyes answered before he spoke. “My responsibilities – Father expects me to lead. The tribe comes first.”

She nodded slowly. “And a chief needs a suitable wife,” she said, bitterness creeping in. “Not just a wind-reader.”

“That’s not fair,” he protested. “I’ve refused everyone else.”

“For how long? Five more years? Ten? Sneaking around until we’re old?”

He looked away, jaw clenched. “You know what’s expected of me.”

She held his gaze. “Then give me a real reason to stay.”

He reached for her hand but stopped just short. “I don’t want to lose you.”

Kora’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “I hate losing you too.”

Then she leaned against him – gentle, lingering. And though neither said more, the air between them softened.

Later, lying together on the grass and looking at the night sky, he spoke of his dreams.

“Someday, I’ll have a real beard,” he murmured against her shoulder, rubbing his chin with a wry smile. “Seven braids, for the seven peaks. I’ll make Roost the strongest settlement in the Heights.”

Kora smiled faintly.

After a pause, she spoke too. She told him about the heartstone goggles she’d heard of – lenses that supposedly let you see the wind currents.

“Only the best wind-readers of the past were rumored to have them,” she said. “I’ll have them someday.”

“I’m sure you will,” he chuckled. “At least your dream requires skill. The beard just grows by itself.”

They laughed beneath the stars, sharing dreams like they could hold off the future. For a while, it almost felt true.

But dawn approached, cold and uncompromising.

The sky was pale with morning when Kora finally spoke again, her voice barely above the hush of wind in the grass.

“I’m leaving for Caligan in three days,” she said quietly as they dressed. “I booked passage.”

Harrik froze. “Three days? That soon?”

“I decided months ago,” she said, fastening her cloak. “I just needed to be sure.”

He nodded slowly, his expression unreadable.

“And now you are.” His voice was flat. Resigned.

“I can’t stay stuck, Harrik. I have to move forward.”

“Without me,” he said.

She paused as she strapped on her pack. “That’s your choice,” she replied, keeping her voice even. “You know where I’ll be.”

As he prepared to leave on his eagle, they faced each other one last time on the wind-swept platform.

“If you asked me to stay,” Kora said, giving him one final chance, “not in secret – not someday – but truly, with a life we don’t have to hide… I would.”

His face was tight with pain. He looked at her for a long moment. “Kora… I just can’t.”

Her throat tightened, but she nodded. She’d known. Still, it hurt. “Then I wish you well, future Chief.”

He reached for her, but she stepped back. A clean break – anything less, and she’d never leave.

“May the winds guide you,” Harrik said, falling back on tradition.

“And bring you wisdom,” she replied, the words dry in her mouth.

She didn’t watch him fly away. She didn’t trust herself.

Instead, she turned to the wind, letting the currents thread around her fingers, pulling her forward – toward the unknown, toward herself, and a purpose that didn’t need permission.



“You don’t look like a Technocrat,” Professor Valen had said during her first week, examining her tribal wind-reader tattoos with undisguised skepticism. “Our methods are precise. Scientific. Not… folklore and feeling.”

Six months later, when she challenged his equations on vertical air currents, using data she’d gathered from her own observations, he’d dismissed her in front of the entire lecture hall.

“Perhaps in the Heights, this passes for methodology,” he’d said coolly. “Here, we require actual evidence, not mystical intuition.”

Her tribal training had taught her to mask her emotions, but now her mask slipped. The humiliation and rage had shown plainly on her face.

“The winds don’t care about your degrees, Professor,” she’d replied, her voice too loud in the suddenly silent hall
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