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Roll left.

Without question, I did, diving left, onto my shoulder and rolling back up to my feet. In the place where I had been sitting, there was a notch in the bark of the tree where a rock had hit.

I looked up, already grinning. There was only one person in the world who would throw a rock at the back of my head unprovoked.

“Heva!” I exclaimed, running to hug my older sister around the waist. An answering smile was on her lips, though she tried to mold them into something sterner. She took me by the shoulders and pushed me back.

“Let me have a look at you, Cunigast,” she said, pretending to frown. “Tell me the truth, did I hit you?”

I shook my head, and smiled. The Voice had told me what to do, as it often did. I didn’t say anything about that to Heva though, not since that first time last year. She told me to keep it to myself, so I did. I did most everything Heva asked me to do.

Heva’s fingers searched my scalp, checking for injuries. She’d thrown the rock hard, and I supposed she expected me to have a lump. I always smiled, even when she did hit me, so that was no indicator.

“Come,” she said, her hand coming to rest on my shoulder. “It’s time to head back home.”

Heva turned and began walking. I lengthened my strides to keep up with her.

“What were you doing out here, so far from the others?” she asked, not looking back. Heva had long black hair that she wore in two braids. They were pulled forward over her shoulders, and were so shiny that they glistened in the sun. I had been thumped behind my ears more than once for pulling on them. At eighteen, Heva would soon be assigned a fiance. She would leave and join another household, leaving me behind with our father. I swallowed the lump that grew in my throat every time I thought about it.

I was eight years old, and the idea of spending the next ten years alone with Da seemed unimaginable. Up until now, I’d never spent more than a half hour in my father’s presence. Now I was facing years. Even a week with him sounded like a nightmare, but years? What alternative did I have, though? I didn’t dare run away.

“I was practicing my cuts on the leaves,” I said proudly. So far, my light hadn’t come in as strongly as the others my age. I saw my father looking at me sideways often, and I knew he was wondering why I struggled where others succeeded. 

If I weren’t excelling in other areas, the elders would have probably assumed I was born deficient. So far, even the other kids with the highest light production could not land a hit on me during a sparring session. They didn’t know it was because Heva had trained me relentlessly almost from birth.

They didn’t know how much the Voice helped me, either. I didn’t dare speak about that.

“How is your control?” she asked.

“I guess it’s as good as anybody’s,” I answered with a shrug. Using light to cut leaves was a bit like using a sword to cut your bread. 

“And your light production? Do you need to share?” she asked. I was too young to have a light partner, and I generally just shared with Heva or Da. Heva should have taken a light partner some time ago, but for reasons I didn’t understand, she had not. I didn’t care. Given the choice, I’d have taken Heva over anyone else.

“I need to be topped up,” I answered, my shoulders slumping. It was a common enough problem for me, and one that shamed me. I almost never gave light to anyone. Instead, I needed Heva to feed light back to me, or I wouldn’t last through the night.

In answer, she held her arm out, and I gripped it with my own. There was the immediate tingling sensation between us, and the trickle of light. She fed it to me slowly so that it didn’t burn, and she knew exactly when to stop. I felt the light travelling outward toward my fingers and toes. There was a small sense of Heva in that light, an awareness of who it belonged to. 

I didn’t mind that either. It was infinitely preferable to sharing with my father.

At home, we entered the cabin well before long shadows were settling in. Unlike some of my peers, I had to be mindful of the shadows. I often didn’t have enough light to do more than keep myself alive. None to spare for scaring off the shadow creatures that came out after dark. It was those shapeless monsters that we trained our whole lives through to fight against. They could only be dispersed with light, and we Lightwalkers could shed light from our skin as if it came directly from our bones. How Lightwalkers could do this was a mystery that even the elders didn’t know. We only knew that we could, and therefore must, or the world would be overrun with shadow creatures.

In front of the cabin, Da was stoking up the fire. He was bent over and I could see little of his expression. At his side, there was a rough-hewn table and food was piled there, waiting for us to prepare. Heva went to it, and started sorting what she would use tonight and what needed to be put back in the house. I watched her keep the potatoes and set back the squash and corn. A large side of venison and an onion stayed. My belly growled. 

I took the armful of vegetables she set in her discard pile and towed them into the cabin. It was a rough, wooden structure with only a single room inside. Our beds were tucked to the right, and a thick rug filled the space to the left. At the back of the cabin there were two more tables and a short row of shelves. I deposited the vegetables there, next to a wheel of cheese and the bread Heva had baked yesterday.

Who was going to feed us once Heva got married? I didn’t know how to bake, and I’d never once seen Da do it. Just one more reason to dread my sister's engagement, I supposed.

“Where were you, boy?” Da asked the moment I stepped out of the cabin again.

“In the woods,” I answered. It’s where I spent most of my free time.

“Doing what?” he asked. His voice came out as thick and hard as gravel. I hadn't answered him correctly. 

“I was practicing my cutting,” I said, shrugging.

“Could have done that right here at home, boy,” Da answered, rising to his feet. “No reason to make your sister come hunt you down every night.”

I nodded my head, acknowledging his words, even as I knew I’d do it again.

He disappeared into the cabin, and I looked at Heva. She had diced up vegetables and now had a stewpot cooking over the fire. The light from the fire set her hair and eyes to shining, and I wondered if that’s what our mother would have looked like, standing over the fire.

“Heva, do you have to get married?” I ask, sidling up next to her. “I think me and Da will starve if you’re not here to feed us.”

Instead of answering, she ruffled my hair. I ducked away, shrugging off her hand. She did that a lot lately, touch me. She was always gripping my shoulder or messing with my hair. More than once, I’d caught her staring at me with a strange look in her eyes. I didn’t know why, but I suspected it had something to do with her upcoming marriage.

“Just remember you don’t have to be like him, Gast,” Heva says. “You don’t have to be so hard.”
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The camp elders deemed Heva suitable for marriage, and arranged for her to marry a boy from within our own camp. I didn’t know him, but Heva did. His name was Roderic, and he was as tall as she was, though his hair wasn’t as dark. Together, they looked like a pair of hunting birds, honed to a knife’s edge and ready to fly. I stood next to her while she said her vows, and wondered if this fellow, Roderic, was going to take her away from me forever.

Da stood outside the circle while she was wed, and after it was over, he drug me away by my shoulder without even bothering to say goodbye. 

I cried that night, certain I would starve to death without her. 

As I suspected, Da didn’t know how to bake. The first week after Heva married, I wasn’t convinced he knew how to cook at all. Together, we stumbled through our meals. More often than not, I went to bed with a grumbling belly. It looked more and more like a slow death at my father’s side.

But I didn’t starve. I hadn’t understood that Heva wouldn’t be going on runs anymore.

Every Lightwalker went on at least one run in their life. It was a long trip by horseback into the down lands, to hunt breachers. A shadow creature could sometimes turn into a breacher, which was much more dangerous. A breacher didn’t have any more shape than a shadow creature, but it took on mass. They could pull a tree up, roots and all, and throw them. They could change their shape at will to have two, three, or more arms, each one just as strong as the first. And a breacher set loose amongst people? Well, it didn’t bear thinking how many souls could be stolen away or left hollowed before such a creature could be killed by a Lightwalker’s light flare.

And then there were daybreakers. But thank the Gods Above that no one had seen one of those in a generation or more.

While every Lightwalker was required to go on at least one run in their life, many never went on a second. Heva had trained and trained to go on runs, so I had assumed she would continue. But now that she was married, she had decided to focus on her knifemaking instead. And since she’d married within our own camp, she could still come and visit me. Twice a week, she came to our cabin with a couple of loaves of bread in tow. 

“Have to keep up your training, Gast,” she would say, then drag me off into the woods.

Training with Heva was always head and shoulders above what I received in camp with the other kids. She had an intensity that I could never fully understand.

“Let’s go again,” she said, a layer of sweat on her brow. Today, she tied my left arm up against my side so that I couldn’t move it at all. 

“Why are we doing this? My arm works!” I moaned, trying and failing to break my arm free.

“We’re doing this because if you are fighting a breacher, and it hollows your arm, you have to keep fighting so you don’t lose your life as well. Do you want to die?” she asked, deadly serious.

“Of course not, but if I lose an arm, I will probably die in the seconds after, won’t I?”

Instead of answering, Heva bared her teeth at me. It was past the time for questions. I took up my knife just in time. She lunged, coming at me with her knife bared. I dodged and turned, avoiding the knife’s edge, but my bound arm slowed me down.

Drop down. Roll right. I did as the Voice said, and avoided a wicked move my sister favored. I’d seen her execute it on others a hundred times, but she’d never used it on me.

“Are you trying to hurt me for real?” I shouted. I’d just had my ninth birthday, and I found that I was angry all of the time. It simmered under the surface of my skin, waiting to burst free. 

I had been forced to take light from Da since Heva was gone, and I was afraid that his dark moods were infecting me through the light we shared. I hated it, and I hated myself for needing it. 

Heva threw her knife down, suddenly just as angry as I was.

“Don’t you see, Gast? If you aren’t the best at this, they will leave you behind!” 

Her voice echoed against the trees, and I struggled to get my breath back. The birds had quieted. I imagined her words ricocheting up into the canopy, then the sky, until they reached the very stars where the Gods were said to live.

“You don’t make enough light,” she said, and looked away. “You’ll have to be the very best at everything else if you’re going to stand a chance.”

“You mean at getting married?” I asked, aghast. “I don’t want some girl to take care of anyway. I’ll just come live with you.”

“You can’t, Gast-” she choked on her words, and I realized she was crying. 

“Why not? I’ll work. I’ll help. I’ll even be nice to Roderic. If you have kids, I’ll help them, too. I don’t care!” I shouted. The anger was swelling inside me. “Just as long as I don’t have to live with Da forever.”

“Haven’t you wondered why the council hasn’t made Da marry again?” Her voice was quiet, and I lowered mine, too.

“What? He already married once. He had us. Isn’t that enough?”

“He’s still young, Gast. He could have remarried and had more children. But he didn’t. And it isn’t because he loved our mother so much,” she said.

The words speared me like one of her sharp knives. I winced. I didn’t remember our mother, but I liked to imagine that she was something special. I liked to imagine that my father was special, too. That maybe it was losing her that had turned him into who he was now.

“Then why?” I threw my own knife down. It stuck point down in the dirt next to hers.

“Light production. Da doesn’t produce much more than you do. The council doesn’t want him passing that on to any more children. They don’t want any more like us, Gast.”

I felt the impact of those words like a blow to the stomach.

“But you share with me all the time. So does Da now,” I said, trying to make sense.

“I know. I did. I still will. But, Gast. I was going to the healer tents to load up almost daily. I don’t have enough for myself. It’s part of why they gave me to Roderic. He has plenty to spare,” she answered, color staining her cheeks even darker.

She was ashamed.

The truth stopped up my throat, and slithered down my belly until it lodged itself somewhere in my guts. Our family didn’t produce enough light. Our family wasn’t good enough. And if Heva was going to the healer tents to get enough light to get through a day, then what had Da been doing? Whose light had I been taking?
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By the time I turned ten, I stopped taking light from my father. Instead, I went directly to the healer tents myself. There was always a willing Lightwalker there, ready to share with a stranger. It was part of their work, to share with any of us that needed it. Still, my cheeks burned with shame every time I went.

Taking light from a healer was like getting sunshine fed directly into my veins. It didn’t feel like it was going to infect me with darkness, like it did when I took from my father.

Heva continued to train me, until she had her own children. Roderic was a good father, and his children gave off enough light that Heva’s children would be accepted well into our camp society. I was happy for her, even if it took her more and more away from me.

By the time Heva had to quit my training altogether, I was able to hold my own in a fight with boys years older than myself. I couldn’t produce enough light to get through a day, but I was deadly with a knife.

The other skills were there as well. By the time I was twelve, I could start a fire under any condition, track game through any wood, and find my way through the blackest night. I had taken Heva’s words to heart. I was the best at everything that didn’t have to do with light production.

It changed nothing. 

I pushed my way through the crowd at the square and ignored the looks I caught from those I brushed against. Adults sneering down at me like it was my fault breachers existed in the world. I swallowed back curses and ducked my head low.

Heva was in the square with her children, each small enough to get lost in a crowd like this. I didn’t see Roderic anywhere. He was often gone from camp, as a trader and courier between the various Lightwalker camps. She saw me and waved me over. I wedged myself in next to her oldest boy, Osuin. Tucking his hand into my own, I anchored him in place. Heva had Rada, her daughter, on her hip and Helm, her second oldest, was tugging on her hand. 

They had called us here for some big announcement. I only knew to come because Heva had spotted me late yesterday and told me about it. I suspected no one cared if I came or not. 

The man at my side jostled against me, then recoiled when he saw who I was. I narrowed my eyes at him, only just refraining from baring my teeth. 

It’s not catching, I thought. That’s how they often acted, as if my low light production were contagious.

Serg stood tall at the central brazier, and he flashed his light once, bright and quick, but enough to catch everyone’s attention. That familiar simmer of jealousy in the pit of my stomach.

“I gathered you here to meet the newest additions to Iron Camp!” Serg called, raising his hands. Curious eyes were jockeying for a better glimpse of the individuals standing at Serg’s shoulder. 

From my place I could see little more than the tops of heads. Some enterprising individual thought to bring a box, and a dark face appeared above the crowd.

He smiled broadly, a warm smile that I couldn’t imagine on my own father’s face. 

“Thank you for the warm welcome to your community!” 

I wondered what had brought him here. It wasn’t unheard of for Lightwalkers to change camps, but I hadn’t known anyone to do it.

“Where did he come from?” I asked Heva. She was tugging Helm back from the people closest to her and could only spare a shrug in my direction.

“Horse camp, I think?” she muttered. 

The dark man’s face disappeared and was replaced by a pale beauty. She had hair almost blonde in color. I wondered if that’s what downlander hair looked like. I’d heard they sometimes even had red hair, if such a tale could be believed.

“Thank you for welcoming me and my family,” she said, her voice didn’t carry as well as her husband’s. Still, her cheeks pinked up and I thought she looked kind. She probably wouldn’t hiss and recoil if I walked across her shadow, would she?

Osuin tugged on my hand. I looked down and he put his arms up to me. 

“The view isn’t much better here,” I said, but obligingly raised him up to sit on my shoulders. He stuck his baby fingers in my ears and I winced. I peeled them back, and tickled his chunky legs. He was giggling, his sticky fingers in my hair. I’d almost forgotten about the new family at the front.

Then she appeared. The box wasn’t enough to boost her small stature up into view, so her father perched her up on his shoulder. She was smiling, her coloring high and her eyes snapping bright.

“I’m Eusebia!” she called, and I had no trouble hearing that clear voice. “Nice to meet you!”

There was a scattering of laughter through the crowd, not unkind. Her hair was almost as light as her mother’s, though her skin wasn’t so strangely pale. She was tawny like a mountain cat, and just as comfortable up on her high perch. I fancied the sun liked her as much as I did, the way she glowed like an ember in the afternoon shine.

Without thinking, I pulled Osuin down and passed him back to Heva. Then I drifted through the crowd, wedging myself between adults until I was looking up at the girl still in her father’s arms. She was smiling like she’d never known a sad day in her life. I felt her beauty and joy like the glimmer of light on a knife’s edge. It was sharp and painful, but I couldn’t look away from her.

Gods Above, I want to... I didn’t know how to finish the thought. I wanted to what? Speak to her? The very idea sent a shiver through me and made my palms sweaty. 

“There you are,” a voice said at my shoulder, followed by a heavy hand. It spun me around and the sight of the girl was replaced by my father’s frowning face. I recoiled, not unlike that man had done to me only a few moments ago. My father saw it and dropped his hand. 

“Get back to the cabin. Only taking up space here, boy,” he said. I followed him through the crowd. It was like following him down into a dark hole.

Why couldn’t I stay like everyone else?

“Best for everyone if you two stay home,” a voice hissed. I turned, fists already curled up tight. My father turned as well. His weighty stare made the man step backward, but it wasn’t enough to make him apologize. The man straightened his tunic and raised his eyes to me and Da.

“You know what you are. Don’t act like it’s my fault,” he said. Da continued to stare for a moment, then his glance flickered to me. I saw it. The shame.

My ears burned. I pushed between them and ran. The image of the girl burning brightly in my mind. Her image chased me as I hurtled down the path to our cabin at the edge of camp.

Eusebia glowed from sunup to sundown. Instead of resenting her, like I did the others, her light drew me to her. She had the lightest hair of any Lightwalker I’d ever seen, and she was fierce enough with a knife that I wondered if she might be able to land a hit even on me. 

Eusebia was a golden child. She was favored by the camp elders and peers alike, because her light production was so high.

It was more than that though. She was a good-hearted girl, always ready with a laugh. She was willing to do whatever work was set before her, no matter how base it might be. And when it came to the fighting that we were all required to learn, she was willing to pull her tawny hair back and do that work as well. I was a sunken ship before I ever even spoke to her.

I was on the outside of that circle of light. The elders acknowledged me, but only in the barest of ways. I was always given the lowest of chores, and there were plenty in camp who wouldn’t even speak to me. It churned my guts, but what could I do? I was only a boy.

I’d given up my hope of running away from my father. There was nowhere for me to go. Without another Lightwalker willing to share with me, I’d be dead within a day. Roderic had made it clear that I wasn’t welcome to come live with him and Heva. The healer tents even sent me home after a few days, always making room for those who were really injured. Where else could I go?

Da hadn’t grown fonder or friendlier since Heva had left. Now that I knew he was taking light from healers, I watched the tent so we would not appear there at the same time. We barely spoke to each other, moving in loose circles around each other. I went to sleep late and rose early, anything to avoid the suffocating air between us.

As often as I could, I trained. I was good at all the woodcrafts, and I found that I preferred to be in the woods than in a cabin. If only I could get enough light to survive, I would disappear into the forest without a backward glance.

Stay. The Voice still spoke to me, though not as often as when I was younger. I struggled against the Voice now. It was always telling me to stay with my people, with my Da. The Voice had never led me wrong before, so I stayed.

I walked through camp, avoiding the gazes of the others. 

Stay, The Voice pleaded. I ignored it when women pulled their children back from me. 

Stay, The Voice continued. I looked away when men twice my age growled at me, or told me to “get!” like a dog. 

Stay.

I climbed the abandoned paths that led to the old mine west of camp. It had long ago given up the last of its iron ore, and had since been closed. Now the miners went to the north of camp and worked a new vein. No one came here any more, so I had made it my refuge. 

There was a waterfall that dried up in winter. Now I stood at its peak, looking down at the long fall to the basin of water that lingered year-round. It would be no deeper than a handspan now. It wouldn’t be enough to break my fall. I looked at the bare edge, my toe extending past it into open air. There was nothing, absolutely nothing, to stop me from stepping forward and ending it all.

Stay. Please.

“Please?” I asked, exasperated. “How can you ask this of me? You know what my life is like. There’s not a soul here that wants me. It would be better for everyone if I disappeared and you know it!”

Instead of answering, there was silence. I was frustrated, and there were tears blurring my vision. I wiped them away, embarrassed that they were there. What was there even to grieve, other than the injustice of it all? A life wasted? Not much of one.

“I can’t keep on like this,” I said. “I won’t make it another year, another month, at this rate. I must have a reason to keep going, or I swear I’ll come up here and no amount of your pleases will keep me from jumping.”

Instead of answering with words, I looked out at the blue sky and saw Eusebia. It was my own memory of her, smiling and glowing brightly, the way she’d looked the very first time I’d seen her. 

A sob welled up in my throat, and I choked it down. Of all the things to show me!

I picked up a rock and threw it as hard as I could, knowing it could never touch the vision in the sky. 

“That was low, even for you,” I said to The Voice. “She probably doesn’t even know my name.”

Then I looked up, and the vision had changed. Now it showed Heva, her three children at her side, and her belly swelling with another. Helm and Osuin were looking up at her and she was explaining how I’d died to them. There were tears on her cheeks. Her hand went to her stomach, and her face clenched in pain.

My stomach churned, and I sat down, legs dangling over the edge.

“That can’t be true,” I said, watching the image dissipate like a cloud broken apart by the wind. “It can’t be.”

It will be if you give up now.

“I don’t know if I believe you this time,” I said. It was true. The Voice had
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