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World Warden

 

By Albert Nothlit

Wurl: Book Two

 

Now that colonists Elias Trost and Tristan MacLeod have learned of the existence of another intelligent species on this planet, their life on New Skye has become even more perilous. Dresde, the ruthless wurl queen, has kidnapped Elias’s brother, Oscar, along with the egg of a rival queen.

Oscar Trost finds danger and privation under Dresde’s reign, but he isn’t alone. A small group of humans from the original colony ship, long lost from memory, live on the eastern continent as slaves to Dresde’s horrific whims. In order to survive, Oscar must find his courage and prove himself to these others while he awaits the rescue he is sure will come.

Elias and Tristan have to find Oscar and the egg, and fast. Every day their search becomes more desperate. But sprawling between them and Dresde’s lair is the untamed alien wilderness, teeming with threats from ground and sky. And in the vast ocean they must cross lies something else—something ancient that should not be disturbed….


For Luna, Lorena, and Uriel.


Chapter 1. Mercy

 

 

ELIAS TROST trudged through the mire, followed by his maybe-boyfriend and three wurl with silver scales.

He glanced over his shoulder. Tristan MacLeod walked a few paces behind, panting with effort but tireless as always. Tristan’s gaze was fixed on the treacherous ground before him as he picked each step with care. He was slightly taller than Elias, and he had a buzz cut that was beginning to grow out a week after they had left the colony of Portree. Tristan’s bushy eyebrows gave his face an appearance of forceful intensity when he furrowed his brow with concentration, as he was doing at the moment. His square jaw was firmly set with evident determination. Tristan was always clean-shaven, even when out in the wild. Elias supposed Tristan was careful about his appearance because of the rigid discipline of the Colony Patrol, but he secretly preferred to see Tristan’s cheeks shadowed by dark stubble. In Elias’s opinion, it gave Tristan a gruff aura he found hard to resist.

Elias checked his link before he focused on the way ahead once more. The sleek steel contours of the wrist-held computer reflected the diffuse light all around him and showed him a brief reflection of his own face. Although Elias was the same age as Tristan, nearly seventeen in the long years of the world of New Skye, he looked younger because of his paler skin, his smooth cheeks, and the sharp lines of his trim, angular face.

His features were rather ordinary, with the exception of his eyes.

Elias’s eyes were not a hazel shade of brown like Tristan’s. His irises were iridescent, mesmerizing, and most definitely not human-looking. Elias had seen himself in a mirror many times since the change, but he did not think he would ever get used to seeing the shifting colors, white and pink and neon green, threading themselves in thousands of different shades every time he contemplated his reflection. He had not been born with such eyes. They were part of the legacy of Sizzra, the Spine wurl queen, with whom Elias had spent many harrowing months. He did not know what the colors meant, but it did remind him of a vow he had made to the weakening queen before she had allowed him to go back to his family.

He had promised to watch over her unborn brood.

It was a vow he meant to keep.

A loud huff to the right made Elias glance in that direction. It was hard to see more than a couple of meters away because of the fog that surrounded them, but as the hulking shadow of a Spine wurl approached, he recognized Narev, one of his three other companions. They were big creatures, standing as tall as Elias on six muscular legs. Narev’s body, like Vanor’s and Siv’s, was covered by metallic-looking scales of flawless silver. They looked like impenetrable armor, but Elias knew that they were not indestructible. He had seen creatures cut through them like an oar slicing through still water—creatures with sizzling talons and huge membranous wings. When he closed his eyes, Elias could still picture the carnage left behind by Dresde’s assault a week earlier, and he knew that the images in his memories would haunt him for a very long time.

Narev approached even more until he was walking next to Elias. His many legs sank alarmingly low in the quagmire they were crossing, but he did not appear to be worried about being trapped. In fact his movements were graceful, coordinated, and efficient. Elias’s eyes roamed over the dozens of long, wicked spines that covered Narev’s back, sides, and shoulders. Like his scales, they were silver. Most of them ended in sharp tips with serrated edges. A few of them were shorter since they were growing back to replace others that had been fired before. Elias had never been on the receiving end of Narev’s spines, and he did not want to be. He had seen firsthand how fast and how far an adult Spine wurl was able to fire his spines, and how deadly such an attack could be.

Elias placed his hand on the side of Narev’s neck.

“Don’t worry,” he told him. “We should be out of this swamp in a kilometer or so.”

Narev swiveled his spade-shaped head to look at Elias fully, fixing him with a gaze that was alert and attentive as it emanated from all three of his eyes. They were red and glowed softly in the foggy atmosphere, reminding Elias of the electronic lights of the security system he would sometimes see outside the genetics lab back in Portree. However, whereas a year ago Elias would have been terrified of looking into the eye cluster of a wurl, now he was reassured. Through physical contact with Narev, Elias could feel the gist of the wurl’s emotions. Narev was as determined as Elias. He was also curious. And a little bit bored.

“I wish there were a quicker way around this awful place,” Tristan complained. He had caught up to Elias, and they were walking next to each other. Immediately behind him, the outline of Siv was barely visible at the edges of the fog. Vanor was nowhere to be seen, but Elias could hear him very well. As the largest of the three wurl, it was never difficult to know where Vanor was.

Elias smiled, then grimaced as he felt the furtive brush of something large and many-legged crawling on his neck. He slapped it, shuddering. His hand came back slimy, and he wiped it on his pants.

“I agree,” he grumbled. “I never knew there could be so many mosquitoes on this planet.”

“Just another of the wonderful consequences of you saving the world,” Tristan replied, grinning conspiratorially.

“Right. Yay, me. We should figure out a name for these winged bugs.”

“What’s wrong with ‘mosquitoes’?” Tristan asked.

Elias shrugged. “That’s the Terran name, and these insects are not the same. They do suck blood, but they’re bigger. And they are sparkly.” He said that last part while pointing at the smear on his pants leg. The mosquito analogs could have, in fact, been beautiful, if they had not been so infuriating.

“Fine,” Tristan conceded. How about ‘murder drills with weird screw-shaped stingers’?”

“I… was actually thinking of a scientific name,” Elias clarified. “You know, genus and species.”

Tristan blinked. “Right. You go right ahead, then. You’re the scientist. I’m going to call them mosquitoes, if that’s okay.”

Elias swatted another one, which was buzzing next to his ear. “Let’s keep going. Part of me wishes we hadn’t taken this route.”

“Me too, but this is the quickest way,” Tristan said after checking his link for a moment. “If we’d avoided the swamp entirely, we would’ve had to circle around going north or south. It would’ve probably added a week to the journey, to say nothing of mountains or hills we’d have to climb.”

“I know, I know. And we’re almost through.”

“Yeah. I wonder if Vanor will let me ride him again,” Tristan commented, halting briefly because one of his feet had sunk more than usual in the muck. He tried to yank his leg up, but ended up leaving his shoe behind. “You’ve got to be—”

Elias chuckled, offering Tristan a hand so he could steady himself while he reached down, cursing. He found his shoe, emptied it as much as he could of its disgusting contents, and put it back on.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to ride them if we don’t have to,” Elias told him, gesturing at the wurl around them. “Narev is carrying the pack, and that’s heavy enough as is. We don’t want any of the wurl to struggle with the terrain more than needed because of our added weight. As soon as we’re out of this place and back on more solid ground, I’m sure they’ll let us ride them again.”

“I hope so. We go much faster that way, and the faster we travel, the faster we get to… her.”

Elias nodded, and his expression turned somber. He looked ahead, almost as if he were able to see the distant destination he wanted to reach as fast as possible. He tried to use his eyesight to pierce the ghostly fog that surrounded him on all sides, but to no avail. As far as he could see, the landscape was a dull shade of whitish gray. Sometimes the desiccated trunks of trees would come into view, like sentries watching over the marshy land. They soon disappeared behind Elias and his party, and with few landmarks in the interim to the next one, it felt as though they were making no progress at all. Elias wanted to run, to race to the edge of the continent so he could surge over an entire ocean and get to the volcano where she waited.

Dresde. The Flyer wurl queen. The one who had slain Sizzra by taking advantage of her weakness, attacking in the middle of a storm like a coward.

The one who had taken the priceless white egg in which the next Spine queen slumbered, ready to hatch.

The one who had kidnapped Oscar, his little brother.

Elias closed his eyes briefly.

Oscar, please be okay. I’m coming.

Almost as if sensing that something was wrong, Tristan placed his hand on Elias’s shoulder. Elias opened his eyes, surprised. Tristan gave him a warm, reassuring smile. He said nothing, but Elias understood. He took Tristan’s hand, squeezed it, and the two of them walked hand in hand for a while.

Despite everything that was happening, there was a bright spark of joy in Elias’s chest because he was with Tristan. Elias wasn’t sure if he and Tristan were official boyfriends, but he did know that he loved Tristan and always wanted to be by his side. Tristan hadn’t reciprocated with the L-word yet, but Elias didn’t mind. He knew that Tristan cared about him. Enough, in fact, to leave everything behind and join Elias in a mad dash across an entire continent with no idea of what might lie ahead.

About an hour later, Tristan called for a halt, and Elias agreed. The two of them stopped next to a cluster of fallen dead trees that offered a slight improvement over the moist and muddy terrain they have been traversing.

“I’m so thirsty,” Tristan said. He walked over to Narev, who crouched slightly and allowed Tristan to unhook one of the smaller backpacks from his spines. He took out a couple of water bottles and tossed one over to Elias.

“Thanks,” Elias said as they both drank. It was hot out, which was to be expected given the fact that it was early summer. However, Elias had never been in a swamp before.

He had also never seen so many bugs before.

They rested for only a couple of minutes before the ceaseless insect assault became too much to bear. The arthropods appeared to be drawn to Tristan and Elias, although they seemed to leave Vanor, Narev, and Siv alone. Some of them were large, like the mosquitoes, but the majority were much smaller. They crawled on the tree trunks, splashed in the mud, and flitted through the air. Elias spotted something that looked like a miniature frog skimming on the surface of the swamp. When it looked as though it was going to bump into the tree trunks, however, it deployed a set of three gossamer wings and took off in a small burst of muddy droplets. Elias followed the creature, marveling at its striped body, and was wholly unprepared for the multi-legged arachnid that jumped out of a crack in the rotted wood of a nearby trunk, snatched the winged frog out of the air with black segmented pincers, and disappeared with its prey into the mud with a faint plop.

Elias could not suppress a faint thrill of fascination at discovering so many new species he had never seen or heard of in his life. Months and months ago, he had read the account of Dr. Thomas Wright, where the pioneer colonist described the dazzling biodiversity of New Skye. Elias had found it hard to imagine what that must have been like, but he was finally beginning to understand. Now that the Life Seed had been returned to where it belonged, the planet was teeming with life.

They set off again, and although it took another miserable hour of constant effort, Elias’s feet eventually touched solid ground. A few minutes later, he could tell they were out of the swamp for good. Although the fog had not let up, the sun was beginning to go down, and the heat was no longer stifling. A mild breeze blew from the east too, bringing with it a welcome relief from the stench of decaying plant matter that had surrounded them in the swamp.

“We made it,” Tristan declared triumphantly. His shoes and pants were caked with dried mud all the way up to the knees.

“Yeah. Now I really want a shower, though.”

Tristan nodded enthusiastically. “I’m going to jump straight into the next lake we fi—”

Vanor growled suddenly, loudly enough to drown out the end of Tristan’s sentence. The other two wurl stiffened, and both Siv and Narev flared out their spines.

Elias exchanged a worried look with Tristan. All three wurl were looking at the sky.

“Back-to-back,” Tristan ordered, his words clipped and efficient. “Weapons out.”

He pulled his shock spear, which was slung across his back, in a practiced and fluid motion. The hiss of static electricity as he activated the slender double-tipped weapon was accompanied by a dull flash of blue-white light from either end.

Elias echoed Tristan’s motion, but instead of a shock spear, he pulled out a long iridescent spine that was the same color as his eyes. The tip of the spine was stained red, and it was nearly twice as long as any of the spines on the adult wurl who were now backing toward where Elias and Tristan stood, all three facing out and appearing to scan the sky.

Elias felt more confident with his weapon in hand. Sizzra had given it to him, and it had become Elias’s constant reminder of his link with her and the world itself. Although the spine was very light and appeared hollow, its edge was sharp enough to cut through most things, and its wicked tip could pierce metal. Elias knew from experience that, with enough force, the spine was able to cut through even the reinforced scales of the Flyer queen. Elias had wounded her with it in their last encounter.

With Tristan’s back against his and the Spine wurl all around, Elias studied the sky in earnest. The fog was thick, and even out of the swamp it limited visibility so much that his surroundings were no more than a blur of shifting white and gray, a landscape of muted sounds that carried strangely over the hot, oppressive atmosphere.

These were the perfect conditions for an ambush. Elias recalled the knowledge he had gained from Sizzra’s ancestral memories, and he knew that Flyer wurl would often attack when the environment shrouded them from view. They were sneaky, quick, and deadly.

A faint shadow passed directly overhead. Siv growled and fired a single spine upward, but it hit nothing. In the wake of the shadow, a faint current of displaced air brought with it a smell Elias had already learned to associate with Flyers. It was an intense stench that reminded him of burning rock or melting metal.

The smell triggered the recall of much more recent memories in Elias’s mind. He remembered a field littered with the dead bodies of Spine wurl. He remembered Sizzra collapsing lifeless as a storm howled around them all. He remembered Dresde most of all, towering above him, majestic, taunting.

Cowardly.

“Stay sharp,” Tristan said curtly. “It’s coming back around.”

“I’m ready,” Elias replied. He wasn’t afraid. His every muscle was tense, alert, ready to react to the inevitable strike.

The shadow passed again, faster than before. Vanor and Narev fired spines, but the fog swallowed the attacker, and it was gone as fast as it had come.

“Just one, I think,” Tristan reported under his breath. “Odd.”

Elias nodded, although Tristan couldn’t see him directly. Normally Flyers would attack in groups, from many sides at once. They loved to deceive and confuse, to draw their enemy’s attention one way while they attacked from behind.

Next to Elias, Narev growled low in his throat.

Something small came sailing through the air and banged against Vanor’s metallic scales. A rock, dropped from above. Surprised more than hurt, Vanor was too slow to dodge the second, much bigger rock that plunged from the sky. It hit him on the head.

Elias couldn’t help it; he glanced that way.

The Flyer used that opportunity to attack.

It streaked down from the sky like a pouncing falcon, making the air scream in the wake of its mad descent. Elias saw a blur of blue, a flash of large wings, and a sudden collision behind him nearly knocked him off his feet.

“Attack!” Tristan shouted.

Elias whirled about and saw the Flyer take off like a fired arrow after having smashed into Siv. Tristan swiped at empty air with his spear while Narev and Vanor fired spines into nothing. Siv groaned and tried to retaliate, but the buffeting wind from the Flyer made them all stumble. When they recovered, the fog had swallowed the aggressor. Two of Siv’s back plates had been punctured by the Flyer’s talons, and the holes it had left behind were sizzling.

“Siv!” Elias said. “Are you okay?”

Siv stood up and flared his spines again. It appeared the wounds were not deep.

“Where is it?” Tristan demanded. “Stay vigilant!”

A faint howl from above was his answer. Humans and wurl all looked up in unison and saw the Flyer a split second before it flared out its talons in an unstoppable collision course with Tristan.

Elias’s blood ran cold. It was too fast. Tristan would be hit.

Vanor fired two spines.

Thunk, thunk.

The Flyer screamed and smashed into the ground not one meter away from Tristan. Elias had a full glimpse of the Flyer for the first time. It was smaller than the huge cobalt adults he had already seen. This one’s scales were a pale shade of sky blue, but its talons and wicked fangs looked every bit as deadly as those of a full-grown Flyer.

Narev pounced on the creature, but even on the ground the Flyer was quick—much quicker than the adults, as Elias realized when he tried to stab the attacking Flyer as it slithered past him. He missed. The Flyer’s snakelike coils undulated on the muddy soil and, aided by its legs, allowed the creature to slip away, take off at a run, and leap into the sky.

Siv was ready this time, though. With an angry roar, the much-bulkier Spine wurl launched itself at the Flyer. The two of them collided in midair, and the Flyer screamed again. It slashed with glowing talons, forcing Siv to curl his body into a ball. The Flyer used the distraction to flare out its wings and buffeted them all with wind once again.

Narev and Vanor fired one spine each.

Another scream. The Flyer’s wings crumpled underneath him, their membranes pierced by the serrated edges of the silver spines. The attacker fell down in a heap very close to where Elias was standing, and Siv, Vanor, and Narev fired another volley of spines. These impaled the creature’s wings and pierced the soil below, pinning the thing to the ground.

Elias was closest to him now. The Flyer squirmed and tried to break free, but his struggling only ripped the delicate membrane on his wings more.

“Elias, now!” Tristan shouted from behind.

Elias raised his own iridescent spine over his head and brought it down in a deadly arc that would strike the creature in the middle of its eye cluster and end its life forever.

“Haaaa!” Elias shouted.

Scared.

The strength of the emotion was so jolting that Elias halted his downward slash less than a handsbreadth away from his victim.

The Flyer was projecting abject terror as he flinched from the killing blow.

Elias blinked, uncomprehending. He was suddenly barraged with the emotions of the creature in front of him. Pain, confusion, and above everything else, fear. The Flyer hadn’t wanted to attack them. They were too many. Too strong for him. But she had said to attack them. He couldn’t say no. He couldn’t. Her voice, her will….

Scared.

Elias looked down at the juvenile Flyer and lifted his weapon away.

A wave of savage glee burst out from the sky-blue juvenile, and he lifted his head, roaring with his throat and his mind. He surged forward as he ripped both his wings, uncaring of the pain, and pounced in a predatory strike that was quicker than thought. All four of his legs were aimed at Elias. His talons sizzled, white-hot with his murderous intent.

Elias realized his mistake, but it was too late.

He was going to die.

“Elias!” Tristan shouted.

The air was knocked out of Elias’s lungs by something huge that tackled him to the ground. The impact stunned him. He heard a groan, a growl, and the unmistakable shwoop of spines being fired. Then another angry growl, a sound as of meat being shredded.

Finally came a guttural scream cut short, a drawn-out death rattle… and stillness. The fog surrounding Elias was all but smothering him with its heat, and it trapped the smell of blood all around him.

“Elias! Elias, are you okay?”

Tristan was beside him now. Elias focused and tried to take Tristan’s hand, but he couldn’t get air into his lungs yet. It was a couple of seconds before he managed to stand up, stumbling, and look around.

The Flyer was dead, having been torn to shreds and impaled in five different places by more spines. Vanor and Siv were standing triumphantly over him, their eyes glowing with rage. They were panting, fangs bared, the bellows of their hot breath loud in Elias’s ears. Both of them still scanned the skies, as if daring another creature to come down and challenge them.

Narev was on the ground, unmoving.

“Narev?” Elias said. “Narev!”

Elias rushed to the wurl’s side, icy fear stabbing his heart. The fear was replaced with shaky relief when Narev grunted and stood up next to the other two wurl. He looked at the dead Flyer and snarled, radiating anger and defiance.

“You saved me,” Elias told him with dawning understanding. “You knocked me away so the Flyer wouldn’t get me.”

Narev huffed. Then he nosed Elias, gently for a creature that size, as if wanting to make sure Elias was okay. Elias placed his hands on Narev’s snout and gasped when he saw the sizzling swipe marks on the side of Narev’s head. The Flyer’s talons had barely missed Narev’s eye cluster, but his scales had been sliced through as if made of paper. Beneath the three parallel gashes, Elias could clearly see charred muscle, and he felt Narev’s pain through their shared mental connection.

Elias projected concern with his thoughts, but Narev pushed Elias’s hand away and went over to stand next to the other two wurl. He assumed an alert fighting stance and bunched his muscles, flaring out his spines in a threatening display. If anything, the wound on his head made him look more ferocious than ever. He seemed to want Elias to know that he was more than okay. He was ready to fight again.

“Elias, are you okay?” Tristan repeated, placing both his hands on Elias’s shoulders and looking into his eyes.

Elias nodded slowly. “Yeah. He… I…. It happened so fast.”

Tristan pulled him in for a hug and kissed Elias on the lips. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he whispered, choking up slightly.

Elias drew back a little bit and gave Tristan a shaky smile. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

“You could have died,” Tristan said. “I tried to help, but I was… I was too far away.”

Elias saw real concern on Tristan’s face. It touched him deeply, and he put his hands on Tristan’s waist. “I’m fine,” he said. “Narev saved me. We’re all okay.” He wanted to be reassuring, but the truth was that the close call had shaken him too. He couldn’t erase the image of the snarling Flyer jumping at him, projecting triumphant viciousness at his successful deceit.

Or had it been deceit? The emotions Elias had felt—the fear. It had been real. Elias was sure of it. But then why had the Flyer acted like he had in the end? He had almost seemed possessed.

“I think Narev really cares about you,” Tristan commented, bringing Elias out of his reverie.

“Yeah. I think he does.”

The five of them left the carcass of the Flyer behind and continued on their way due east. The fog lifted after a while, and the ground sloped gently upward, becoming much rockier and drier. At sunset, the heat of the day finally abated, and the ever-present swarms of flying insects disappeared as well. They were walking over hilly ground now, and a gentle breeze blew from the north. It brought with it the fragrance of blooming flowers and green things growing. Amid the waist-high grass they were traversing, creatures scurried out of the way unseen every few steps. Elias did not know whether the animals were scared of the three wurl stomping a few paces behind or whether they were terrified of two alien creatures walking through the land for maybe the first time ever. Although some people had explored parts of New Skye at the very beginning of colonization, three generations ago, no humans had left Portree in many decades. As far as the vast majority of wildlife on the planet was concerned, Elias and Tristan were incomprehensible visitors from beyond the stars. They posed an unknown threat, and Elias supposed this was the reason why very few individuals of the native wildlife had ventured to come near them in their expedition so far.

Eventually the party ran into an enormous sinkhole, about one hundred meters across, in the middle of the sloping grassy terrain. It appeared to have been filled with rainwater over countless years and resembled a small lake now. Two of the moons had come out by then, and they provided reasonable illumination by which to see the space around it without resorting to the electric flashlights Tristan carried in his backpack. Under the silver moonlight, Elias was once again surprised by the beauty of the world he was exploring. The still surface of the water sparkled, reflecting a few wispy clouds as they raced through the firmament overhead. Bright stars filled the sky, and the air was full of cautious hoots, howls, and chirps coming from sources unknown. A couple of ryddle birds corkscrewed through the air on three wings some distance away, skimming over the surface of the grass and ostensibly looking for prey. A jumping creature with white scales Elias had never seen before appeared briefly over the surface of the grass, evidently startled. It gave a little squeak of surprise and vaulted away very fast, disappearing over the summit of a nearby hill. It was a peaceful summer’s day, relaxing and welcoming.

Part of Elias’s mind could faintly detect the web of interconnected spirit-lines that linked every living creature to one another. The vibrant intensity of summertime underscored how the world was healing after having been so long asleep. Despite everything that had happened that day, part of Elias’s tension ebbed and was replaced by the balm of balance and unity.

Tristan filled their canteens and water bottles with fresh water from the sinkhole, disinfected it, and then they both proceeded to wash the grime and mud off the clothes they wore.

“That mud was really sticky,” Tristan grumbled, using a stick as a lever to pry a particularly stubborn patch of mud from the bottom of his pants leg. “And smelly.”

“I know,” Elias agreed. “We’ll avoid swamps from now on. It’s too awful.”

They were done after half an hour and proceeded to strip down fully to have a swim. Narev, Vanor, and Siv joined them immediately, cannonballing into the water and promptly diving down into the unseen depths of the large sinkhole. They remained there for a very long time, but Elias knew they wouldn’t drown. Spine wurl were amphibians, or so he guessed from his observations of their behavior when he had been Sizzra’s prisoner months ago. They were also good swimmers and even better hunters underwater.

“Do you think they will catch any big fish?” Elias asked Tristan as the two of them floated in the cool water.

“No idea. But that would only be good news for you.”

“You could try meat,” Elias suggested. “Maybe you won’t get sick.”

“Oh, no way. It’s not worth the risk. My system is incompatible with the meat of this planet, Elias. I don’t know why you can eat it, but I think you’re the only one.”

“Yeah,” Elias responded thoughtfully. Three days earlier, Siv had killed a big hairy creature with hooves and a ridge of bony plates along its back that had reminded Elias of a cross between a Dimetrodon-like dinosaur and a cow. It had been big enough for all three wurl, and some meat had been left over for Elias and Tristan to share. He had eaten it, but Tristan hadn’t even wanted to try. He was convinced he’d get sick from it like all other humans on New Skye.

Except for Elias.

The two of them did laps in the water for a while longer and then climbed out on the eastern side, where they dried themselves off and put on their clothes again. They then began the now-familiar routine of setting up camp: propping up the tent, building a fire, and taking out the rations they would be having that day. Elias did not speak much as he worked. His mind was elsewhere, recalling the events of a few hours ago. He couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened, and a persistent voice in his head insisted that the real reason he hadn’t been able to kill the wurl was pure fear.

I was too scared to act. I endangered us all.

“I wonder if it’s because of how you’ve changed,” Tristan said as they were heating up water for some tea. He took up their conversation from earlier as if they had been speaking a moment ago. “The reason why you can eat meat.”

Elias struggled to understand what Tristan was talking about for a moment. Then he nodded when he remembered.

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“It’s not only your eyes, either,” Tristan continued. He took out a packet of crackers and ripped it open with his teeth, setting half of them on each of two plates they used to have their meals. “It’s other things too.”

“Like what?” Elias asked, checking to see whether the water was boiling yet.

Tristan shrugged. Behind him, Vanor came out of the water with something in his jaws. The wurl noticed the fire and promptly came over with a mental nudge to Elias to cook the fish for him.

“You have this connection to the world now, right? From the blood rituals with the Life Seed?”

Elias nodded. “It’s fainter now, not at all like when I was right there with it. But yeah. It’s a little bit like the way Sizzra used to see the world. She could perceive all of the living creatures on this continent.”

“That’s amazing,” Tristan replied. “I see how you communicate with the wurl. It’s like you can read their minds.”

Elias considered for a moment. “More like their emotions. Sometimes they are very clear. Other times, not so much.”

Tristan paused. “Is… is that why you hesitated? Back there?”

He didn’t need to be more specific. Elias knew what he referred to, and the memories flashed vividly in his mind again. The wicked glee of the attacking Flyer. The creature’s terror and his reluctance to attack them to begin with. The all-consuming fear the blue wurl had felt.

I hesitated because I wanted to save the Flyer’s life. Right?

Or was it… cowardice?

“Elias?” Tristan asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Elias replied, more brusquely than he intended. “Let’s eat.”

Tristan looked as though he wanted say something else, but instead he simply nodded. “Right. I’m hungry.”

As they ate, Siv and then Narev came out of the water with their own catch of the night, two thick, long creatures that resembled overgrown eels of a deep maroon color, with vestigial legs and a surprisingly elongated and tooth-filled mouth. Seeing Narev’s raw scar triggered a pang of guilt in Elias’s chest, and although Narev appeared to be okay, Elias couldn’t help feeling bad. He ate his own food without really tasting it and tried to make amends for his regret by cooking the fish for all three of the wurl. Afterward he helped Tristan pack everything away, and they prepared to settle in for the night.

All three moons had come out by then, and the bright light they reflected from the hidden sun bathed the entire landscape in muted silver with deep black shadows. There were fewer sounds coming from the tall grass around them, as if all of the creatures were also preparing to go to sleep. The heat of the day had fully dissipated, and aside from a few persistent mosquitoes, everything was peaceful. Narev and Siv found resting spots among the grass near the tent while Vanor elected to sleep some distance away, closest to the water. Nevertheless all three of them had chosen positions that formed a rough triangle around the place where Tristan and Elias would be sleeping.

“It’s like they’re guarding us,” Tristan pointed out as he and Elias crawled inside the tent.

Elias zipped it shut behind them, glad to be away from the mosquitoes at last. “They want us to be safe.”

“Even Vanor?”

“Yeah,” Elias replied as he undressed. It was complicated to take off his clothes in the small space of the tent without bumping into Tristan, but he’d had several days of practice by then. “Vanor is a little bit more independent than the others because he’s the strongest. He was Sizzra’s mate, and I think that sets him apart somewhat. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t care.”

“But does he only care about saving the egg?” Tristan wanted to know. He peeled off his undershirt to reveal the clearly defined muscles on his torso. There was a scar on his left forearm, jagged and long.

“He wants to save the egg of course. But I think he also cares about us—you especially.”

“Me? No way.”

Elias shrugged. “The two of you are a lot alike, strong-willed and independent. And he lets you ride him, after all.”

“Yeah, he does,” Tristan conceded. “Although it’s a rather bumpy ride when I do.”

He climbed into the large sleeping bag they shared and beckoned for Elias to join him. Elias did so, and he immediately felt safer and more at peace. The tent around them was cozy now that the temperature was beginning to drop with nighttime.

Elias had another mental flash of the Flyer wurl from before. He stiffened in the sleeping bag and turned away from Tristan, resting his head on his biceps.

Tristan hugged him from behind. The contact of his cool skin on Elias’s own was reassuring.

“Want to tell me what’s on your mind?” Tristan said in a low, deep voice, his mouth close to Elias’s ear.

Elias considered saying nothing was wrong, but that would have been a lie. Besides, if he had learned anything from his long months of isolation with the Spine queen, struggling to survive, it was that human company was precious and should be treasured. He’d have given anything back then to have someone who would listen to him, like Tristan now did.

Elias sighed and turned around to face Tristan. He hugged him back and rested his head on Tristan’s chest.

“It’s my fault Narev got hurt,” he admitted in a husky voice. “I hesitated. I had the Flyer right there, and I… I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill him.”

Tristan said nothing, but Elias knew he was attentive. Tristan was a good listener.

“I could have died,” Elias continued. “Narev could have died. All because of my stupid choice not to kill a creature that wanted to hurt us. But… you know how you mentioned earlier that I can communicate with wurl?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s not just with Spine wurl. I sense the Flyers too, sometimes. Right as I was about to kill this one, I felt… I don’t know. His thoughts, maybe. His emotions. He was terrified, Tristan. He hadn’t wanted to attack us, but she’d made him.”

“Dresde?”

Elias’s brow furrowed at the name. The ancient memories he had received from Sizzra ran deep, and Sizzra had loathed the name of her enemy. He couldn’t help but react with animosity whenever he thought about Dresde, her deceit, her violence.

“Yes. She forced him to attack. It made no sense for one single juvenile Flyer wurl to ambush us if you think about it. It was foggy, sure, and that gave him an advantage, but there was one of him and five of us. He couldn’t have won.”

“But he attacked all the same.”

“He did because he was forced to,” Elias repeated, and he hoped it was the truth. “And right then, when the Flyer saw that I was about to kill him, he was so scared, Tristan. Terrified, like he had just woken up from a nightmare and found that he was going to die. He hadn’t wanted to do any of this. So I… I….”

“You showed him mercy.”

Elias shook his head and raised it so he would be looking at Tristan’s face. “It was stupid. I think he deceived me, exactly like Dresde would do. As soon as he saw that I was sparing his life, his emotions changed. They became monstrous, twisted. And he attacked me.”

“I know. I was so scared,” Tristan told him, hugging him tighter for a moment.

Elias looked down. Shame welled up in his heart, and he knew he had to say out loud the thought that had been bothering him for hours now, the pernicious doubt he hadn’t been able to get rid of. “What if it wasn’t mercy I showed him? What if…? What if it was fear? Tristan, what if I’m just a coward?” Elias closed his eyes. The words hurt coming out.

Tristan was silent for a moment. Then he burst out laughing.

It was so unexpected that Elias drew back from him, opening his eyes again, and propped himself up on one elbow.

“By the generation ship,” Tristan said between chuckles, “that’s what has been bothering you?”

“I, yeah, I think… I mean…,” Elias stammered.

Tristan sat up and folded the sleeping bag away. He gave Elias a quick kiss on the lips. “Elias, you’re really smart, but that was the stupidest thing you have ever said.”

“What? Why?”

Tristan sighed. “Let’s do a quick recap, shall we? You defied your entire colony to do the right thing by taking the Life Seed back to where it belonged. Right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“You stood your ground against a gigantic wurl queen who could have killed you with a single bite more than once, right?”

“Yes….”

Tristan raised one of his hands and bent his fingers down with the other as he counted down. “You saved my life by challenging Sizzra that one time when she wanted to kill me. You stared her down, remember? You also saved the entire colony of Portree by bringing back seeds that will grow and give us food for the future. You somehow learned to survive out in the wilderness on your own for months. In the wintertime, no less. Oh, and you actually attacked and wounded Dresde herself even though she is many times your size.”

Elias nodded slowly. All of those things were true, although he hadn’t thought about them together like that.

Tristan smiled. “Elias, you’re the bravest man I know. You hesitated with that Flyer because you’re also the most compassionate man I know. You care about life, and you don’t kill for fun or because you’re angry. When you fight, you do it to protect others. You are selfless and kind, and those are two of the things I like most about you. In fact, you would make a great Colony Patrol soldier if you wanted to be.”

“But Narev got hurt,” Elias insisted, although a warm feeling suffused his chest at hearing Tristan’s words.

“Trust me, it’s good that you felt bad about the possibility of killing a living creature, one with emotions. When I think back on the way I gloated about all the wurl I’d killed, like I did back at the Midwinter Feast last year when I showed their spines as trophies, I feel ashamed.” Tristan cast his eyes down for a moment, his expression regretful. “And as for Narev, yes, he got hurt, because what we’re doing is dangerous. There are no guarantees, and we are going to get hurt sooner or later. Those three wurl outside are ready to fight to the death to save the egg of the new Spine queen, but today you saw that Narev is also willing to die to save you. It’s a complicated situation, but everyone’s fine tonight. That’s what’s important here. We made it through one more day. I’m thankful for that, and also to be able to spend one more night with you.”

“Me too,” Elias said softly. He smiled. A great weight was sliding off his shoulders.

“And you are not a coward,” Tristan told him with a grin. “You’re strong. Resourceful. And very attractive.”

Tristan placed his hand on the back of Elias’s head and leaned forward to share a long, tender kiss with him. Elias reciprocated, glad to be in Tristan’s arms, glad to be safe, and glad to be alive.

Their kiss became more intense and urgent as seconds passed. They made love with the vigor and passion of youth, and afterward it was Elias holding Tristan in the sleeping bag as the two of them panted, hearts still racing, allowing their bodies to relax. Elias caressed Tristan’s arm absentmindedly, tracing the outline of the scar.

“Does it still hurt?” Elias asked, remembering how Tristan’s forearm had been fractured by the bite of a juvenile Spine wurl last winter.

“No, it healed really well. And I think the scar looks cool.”

“It does. Makes you look dangerous.”

Tristan grinned. “Nice. Narev will also have a cool scar to show off, you know.”

Elias nodded. He was at peace now. “Thank you, Tristan.”

“For what?”

“For listening. For saying the things I needed to hear. For being here with me.”

“Anytime,” Tristan answered in a sleepy voice. “I will always be with you.”

“Me too,” Elias replied. Then he closed his eyes and, with a yawn, surrendered to sleep. His last fleeting thought was of Oscar, and he hoped his little brother was okay.


Chapter 2. Oscar

 

 

CRUSHING FORCE. Dizzying motion. Oscar Trost was jostled in so many different directions he stopped being able to tell which way was up and which was down.

He struggled, but it was no use. He tried to bite, he tried to kick. The taloned foot around him merely tightened its grip, threatening to smother him. Panicking, he screamed. He voiced his terror until his throat was hoarse, but no one would help him.

He was thrown violently to the side, together with the creature that held him. The impact was jarring, and Oscar felt one of the sizzling talons dig into his shoulder. Skin burned, muscle tore.

He screamed again. The horrible pain was gone as fast as it had come, but his shoulder did not feel right.

It’s broken.

I’m trapped.

Eli!

“Eli!”

Dresde roared, drowning out his desperate cry for help, and he was sure he did not imagine the way he also heard the roar in his mind.

Dresde was angry, bloodthirsty, unpredictable.

However, Oscar also perceived that she was scared. She had been hurt.

Suddenly he was flying. He tried to twist around to see where he was going, but he could not move. He realized he was still clutching something tight against his chest and tried to let go, but he couldn’t relax his arms around it.

The egg. I have the egg.

It dug against his abdomen, and he squirmed and twisted until he was able to breathe. He was rising, fast. His legs dangled over nothing, and he saw another big flying reptile from the corner of his eye. This one was blue. There was a girl riding it.

Oscar tried to call for help again, trying to get the girl’s attention, but he couldn’t even hear himself over the gale. Tears blinded him, and he was forced to close his eyes. His shoulder hurt. He couldn’t let go of the egg.

Where is she going? Where are they taking me?

Oscar shouted again, but it was barely audible to him. It was useless to call for help, he realized, and now that he was so high up, he was seized with terror from a new direction.

What if she lets me go?

He froze in a new surge of panic. He would die if Dresde let him go. Or she could crush him at any moment if she wanted to. He could barely breathe as it was, maybe because the grip around him was slowly tightening.

No. Focus.

With an effort of will, Oscar wrenched his attention away from his panicky thoughts and tried to evaluate his situation. He couldn’t really think straight. He was trembling, not only from terror but also from the cold. They had reached whatever altitude Dresde had deemed acceptable, but the air at that height was freezing. It sliced cleanly through Oscar’s formal clothes and numbed every part of his skin that was exposed to the elements.

Minutes passed. The cold got worse. Oscar realized he was having trouble breathing once more, and he vaguely registered that this time it was because the air seemed thin and insubstantial. Dresde took a dizzying turn at one point, and he was able to see the ground, incredibly far away, a blur of tan and dark green and gray. Another spiral turn a few seconds later made Oscar’s stomach heave, and he saw the girl again, flying very close to him on top of that cobalt-scaled wurl.

She has a helmet, like a pilot, he thought to himself, struggling to focus. So she can breathe in the… In the….

His consciousness flickered. He came to after what seemed like barely a moment, but the pain in his shoulder had magnified twofold, and he could not open his eyes. He could not feel his face. Panicking yet again, he tried to move, but a white-hot stab of agony in his shoulder forced him to remain stationary.

I can’t breathe.

Another jolt. Warmer air. More pain, and it seemed to Oscar as though somebody was holding him by the waist. It was still cold, but he could breathe now. A monumental headache exploded between his temples, and he struggled not to lose consciousness but failed.

He regained awareness choking on some water. It seemed to him that he was not moving anymore. He thought he saw a face in front of his, but it faded.

Consciousness returned, and he trembled in the cold. He was flying again.

Flicker. Freezing rain on his face. Flicker. Sleeping in a cave. Flicker. Choking down some food. Flicker. Riding on something blue, dozens of kilometers above an endless expanse of a different blue. There was no end to the water below.

Oscar blinked. His mind felt sharper. He took stock of his surroundings and realized he was riding the cobalt wurl, headed for the distant but unmistakable outline of solid ground. And below him….

It’s the ocean!

He was jolted to full attention by the realization. He tried to move, but two strong arms restricted his motion. Oscar looked back and saw the girl from before, sitting behind him and holding him by the waist. Her eyes were narrowed to mere slits, and her hair whipped in the wind. Oscar moved his head again and realized he was wearing her helmet, which allowed him to breathe. He wasn’t shivering anymore because she had put some sort of tight-fitting jacket around his upper body.

“Who are you?” he tried to ask. His voice was muffled by the helmet. “Where are we going?”

But she made no answer.

It was more than a day before they approached an enormous mountain, nearly conical in shape, rising from the shore of a strange continent. The western flank of the peak looked as if it had been torn away by a titan, exposing dark caves, jagged rocks, and what Oscar could only think of as rivers of flowing lava. It was bizarre. He had never seen anything like it in his life.

Oscar struggled to make sense of the direction they were taking, but it was useless. He was riding on a saddle of some sort, but even so he was in constant danger of sliding off and falling to his death. He used every bit of his strength to keep still when the blue wurl began to descend, heading straight for a cave opening in the side of the mountain, which glowed red in the twilight. The arms around him tightened their grip until it was painful, and suddenly Dresde flew overhead, terrifying and magnificent as she spread her wings to their full extent and her amethyst scales glittered in the last few rays of the sun.

The descent took much longer than Oscar had expected. They approached the cave in spirals that brought them progressively closer to the ground. Oscar grew dizzy and was forced to close his eyes, using his good arm to hang tight. His left arm was hurting much more now, and the horrible and sudden jostle when the wurl finally hit the ground made Oscar howl in pain.

Someone snatched the helmet off his head. For the first time since his capture, Oscar realized that the wind wasn’t screaming in his ears. He felt oddly light-headed, confused by the silence.

“Do not shout again. You understand?” the girl snapped.

Oscar turned back as far as he was able in order to see her face. He was interrupted by her pushing him off the wurl.

“Quickly, male! Doran is taking off!”

Oscar lost his balance and collapsed off the wurl, hitting the ground in a heap. He cried out again, holding his left arm with his hand as he lay on what felt like coarse sand, strangely hot to the touch. A second later the blue wurl took to the air again and blasted them both with wind that reeked of burning rock. The wurl’s serpentine body was quickly lost from sight as he appeared to fly off a cliff.

Oscar grunted, trying not to cry from the pain.

“Quiet!” the girl ordered. She stood above him and pulled him to his feet, ignoring his protests.

When he took a step back, Oscar was able to focus on her properly for the first time. She wasn’t as old as he had thought at first. She looked to be about the same age as Oscar himself, in fact, but her youthful features contrasted with the severity of her expression. She had beautiful bronze skin, and she wore her long raven-black hair in a tight braid. Her eyes were a shade of emerald green Oscar had never seen in the colony.

“Where am I?” he asked in a shaky voice.

The girl looked at him as though she didn’t understand what he was saying.

“Please, you have to help me. Where is my family? What is this place?”

The girl opened her mouth as if to answer, but a shadow blocked out what remained of the sun, and they were almost thrown to the ground by a much more powerful gust of buffeting wind.

Dresde landed nearby with feline grace, folding her massive wings against her body so their back tips would point skyward. She moved on the ground as though stalking prey, her head low, the cluster of three glowing red eyes terrifying in the deepening shadows. There was a slow-flowing river of lava several meters away, and by its reddish light, Oscar saw that in her right front foot, Dresde still carried a large egg of purest white, perfect and unbroken.

The events of the day of the storm flashed by Oscar’s mind. His terror was briefly pushed aside and replaced with heart-wrenching concern for his family. He stepped away from the girl and walked toward Dresde, holding his injured arm as he went.

“Where is Eli?” he demanded in as loud a voice as he could muster. From behind him, he clearly heard the girl gasp. “What did you do to him?”

Dresde paused for a moment. Her neck snaked up, and she unfurled her wings halfway.

The little male speaks, she said, and Oscar stumbled, falling onto one knee. Her voice was in his mind, like a shout that blocked out everything else. How amusing.

“Whe…,” Oscar tried to say, but his tongue felt sluggish. He took a breath, swallowed. Then he tried again. “Where is Eli?”

Oscar’s eyes roamed over Dresde’s face, and he saw something he had not noticed before: there was a slash mark next to her left nostril. One of her glittering scales had been cut open, and the flesh underneath was still visible.

Dresde lowered her head with shocking speed until her cluster of red eyes was less than an arm’s length away from Oscar’s face. Under the intensity of her full gaze, Oscar flinched as she stabbed his mind with her overwhelming attention. She forced him to focus on a memory of Elias, seizing it, analyzing it.

You are kin to him, she mused.

Oscar covered one of his ears with his good hand, but it did nothing to block out the voice.

I see. Will he come for you? I wonder….

“Let me go!” Oscar shouted with as much defiance as he could muster.

With a languid flick, Dresde whipped her tail around and slapped Oscar on his injured arm. The pain was beyond imagining. He dropped to the ground, crying.

Dresde smiled with her mind, eyeing Oscar as if enjoying his pain. She brought her tail up again, and Oscar cowered. The mental smile broadened.

Samantha, keep this whelp alive for now. He will come for this one. And when he does….

An emotion shattered Oscar’s pain and replaced everything in his mind. It took him an instant to realize that the emotion did not come from him, but from Dresde. It was something like joy, but twisted and bent. Hungry. Evil.

He will pay for daring to attack a goddess, Dresde said, turning her head away slightly so the wound on her snout would not be visible. I will enjoy breaking him, that little human who wields my sister’s spine.

“Yes, Dresde,” the girl called Samantha said. She helped Oscar stand with a rough tug upward.

I will call on you if I need you, Dresde instructed, her mental echo already dismissive. Oscar saw Dresde lift the egg she held and close her foot around it. Her talons glowed in the darkness. She appeared to squeeze, hard, but nothing happened. The egg did not break. I need to find the solution to a riddle.

She jumped off the ground without warning, blasting away in the direction of the summit of the volcano. The darkness of the night swallowed her, leaving Oscar alone with Samantha.

Oscar realized he was shaking. His arm felt wrong.

“Please…. Please help me….”

Samantha looked down at the ground briefly, as if conflicted, but when she looked at him again, her eyes were hard.

“This way. Quick, and do not even think of disobeying if you value your life.”

“Where are we going?”

“Walk.”

Samantha grabbed Oscar’s uninjured shoulder and forced him to walk beside her. They went deeper into the cave, and Oscar followed meekly. He was a little bit taller than Samantha, but she projected an aura of such assertive authority that the thought of running away did not once cross his mind. He walked after her instead, stumbling sometimes because he could not see where he was going. There was only ruddy light from the lava river nearby as illumination, throwing harsh black shadows on the rocky walls of the path they had taken, descending the mountain.

The path snaked in and out of caves and narrow passages with so many twists and turns that Oscar was soon completely lost. It was very hot inside the caves and even hotter in the tunnels. Once they exited a particularly narrow shaft and came out into a vast underground gallery with a high vaulted ceiling that looked as though it had been hewn out of the rock by claws. At the bottom of the gallery, hot lava pooled from one of the glowing rivers of molten rock above them. As the lake of lava reached the surface where they were standing, it got progressively cooler until it turned black and solid. The temperature was almost unbearable, and the air was saturated with the stench of sulfur. There was a narrow walkway at the very edge of the cooling lava. Oscar was terrified of falling in and burning alive.

What is this place?

He thought about asking Samantha again, but she was walking fast, and he could scarcely keep up with her. She let go of his arm as they were walking along the edge of the lake of lava, but Oscar still kept as close to her as he could. He was hundreds, maybe thousands of kilometers away from his home, and Samantha was the only one who could help him. Oscar hurried along, holding his injured arm. The shoes he was wearing were terrible for the terrain, since he had put on his one formal pair of glossy black loafers in his bedroom days earlier, so very long ago. The day of the storm.

He sniffled. Samantha turned around, her mouth set in a thin line. “Hurry. It is not good to breathe these fumes for too long.”

Oscar nodded with a jerk and obeyed. They entered a low tunnel several minutes later, and Oscar was forced to crouch to walk through it. At the end the path opened up, and he realized that they were still going down. He wondered how long he would have to walk, but after minutes gave way to an hour, he stopped wondering and merely concentrated on not stopping.

Eventually the stifling heat receded. They did not go through tunnels anymore but were going down a much gentler slope. A few minutes later they came out into the open, and Oscar looked up at the sky with relief. It was warm out, but the air was fresh and cool in comparison to what he had endured. The growing claustrophobic sensation he’d had inside the volcano faded slowly.

He followed Samantha downhill until they came to the edge of the place where the mountain appeared as though it had been rent asunder by a titanic beast. There was a drop of several dozen meters straight ahead, where a cliff ended. Far below on a narrow beach, Oscar thought he saw a few winged shapes move about in the darkness, in the midst of large geometric structures that appeared to glitter in mysterious ways. Beyond that he could see the ocean illuminated by the moonlight. To his right the volcano towered like a slumbering predator.

On his left, there was a house.

“Where are we going?” he ventured to ask when they were a few steps away from the building. A single light burned outside a big but crude door made of wood. The structure itself looked more like a barn than a house upon closer inspection.

“You are coming this way. Follow me.”

Samantha led him to the left, away from the illuminated house and down a path that was treacherous and dark. There were many rocks around, and Oscar kept tripping on the obstacles, which were hard to see with only moonlight to guide his steps. On either side of the path, sometimes close by and sometimes far away, Oscar thought he saw the dark outlines of other buildings or squat houses, but he was not sure. He followed Samantha for nearly ten minutes before they stopped in front of a dark structure, long but not very tall. There were no lights, but Oscar thought he could see two large doors set on either end. They walked to the left one, and Samantha reached forward without hesitation to grab the handle of a door. She pulled, and it creaked as it swung outward.

To the right, a muffled moan answered the creak.

“What’s that?” Oscar asked, his tone anxious. It had sounded like an animal.

“In,” Samantha ordered, ignoring his question. Oscar glanced in her direction, trying to make out her expression from the shadows that hid most of her face. She carried her helmet under one arm, and her voice was like steel. “Get inside. Now.”

“But….”

She stepped forward suddenly until her face was a couple of centimeters away from his, in a threatening gesture so similar to what Dresde had done earlier that Oscar flinched. “I will not say it again, male. In. Now.”

Oscar obeyed. He stepped into the darkness, ducking under what could have been a low ceiling. Samantha pushed the door to close it.

“My name is Oscar,” he said quickly. “I come from Portree. I know your name is Samantha. Please, help me. I don’t know what happened to my family or why I’m here. What’s going on? What is this place?”

Samantha paused for an instant, but Oscar could no longer see her face in the darkness.

Then she slammed the door shut. The sound was followed by the clatter of something metallic being placed against it from the outside. When Oscar stepped forward and attempted to push the door open, he realized he could not.

From his left, muffled but still unnervingly close, Oscar heard the moan again.

He waited, frozen and expectant, but there were no other sounds. Samantha did not come back, and Oscar was scared of calling out for her in case Dresde could hear him.

His shoulder hurt. He was hungry and thirsty. His feet hurt from walking for so long, and he could not stop wondering about what might have happened to his family back home.

Eli, where are you? Mom, Dad, I’m sorry….

The sobs came, and he collapsed onto his knees in the darkness. The ground was hard and strangely hot, but Oscar did not care.

He remembered the day of the storm, with the sound of the sirens blaring throughout the colony. He had panicked when he’d heard them from his house. Elias had left to confer with the council earlier that morning, and Oscar had been in the master bedroom talking to his mom.

Then the notification had flashed on all of their links. Sizzra was attacking. Oscar remembered how his mother collapsed on the bed. He remembered shouting for his father, who came in a few seconds later.

And then Oscar hadn’t been able to move. He had been so scared. He had seen an adult Spine wurl from the window as his father tried to revive his mother, and he had just… lost it. His father had spoken to him, trying to get him to move so they could go to the shelter in the Main Hall, but Oscar hadn’t been able to. He had simply remained there, frozen in the corner, and his father hadn’t been able to carry both him and his mother at the same time, so instead they had remained where they were, vulnerable and exposed in their house.

I’m so sorry, Dad. Mom. Eli….

Elias had come back, and Oscar had been so relieved, but the fear had still been too much, and Oscar had not been able to move on his own. Elias had carried him out of the house, and then…. And then….

Oscar covered his eyes with his forearm in the darkness, crying in earnest now.

It was all my fault. I was too scared. I ran away, and Eli had to come back for me. And then Dresde….

It was a blur in his mind. Grabbing the egg. Being taken. But he was certain of one thing—it had been his fault. He had been scared, and this was the result.

A pain stabbed his heart that went much deeper and hurt much more than the sharp ache in his shoulder. Elias had finally come home after months of being away. Oscar’s family had been reunited against all odds, and he had ruined everything. What had Dresde done to Elias? Was he okay?

He blinked away tears. An idea had come to him.

My link.

He lifted his injured arm carefully and used his right hand to activate it. Oscar’s link blinked to life immediately.

Hope surged in his chest. He opened the messaging application and tried calling home.

He received an error message. He tried again, this time calling his mother directly. Error. He called his dad, Elias, even the director of the colony. Nothing.

I’m too far away. There’s no satellite coverage.

Unless….

Oscar’s fingers flew over the holographic keyboard on his link as he opened the command line editor and created a simple subroutine to scan for faint transmissions. He had interned with his dad all winter, beginning his training as the next telecommunications specialist of Portree. He had worked on many things, but chief among them had been learning about his dad’s project to reactivate the satellite that was still in low orbit around the planet, left behind from the days of the Ionas.

If Dad managed to activate the satellite, I should be able to pick up a passive transmission, even if I’m on the other side of the planet.

It took him nearly an hour to optimize the gain on his link’s tiny onboard computer and its proportionally small antenna. He designed another subroutine that would filter out incoming electromagnetic radiation from any source or wavelength except the one he knew his dad would be using to transmit. Once that was done, he coupled the new program he had created to the messaging app on his link.

He clicked Install.

He waited. Nothing happened. No messages came. As he waited in vain, a thought came to him.

Duh. I won’t get anything unless the satellite is passing directly over this hemisphere.

He suppressed a sniffle and tried to swallow his disappointment.

No way. I can’t be scared now. I’m on my own. I can’t be scared.

It took him a long time, but he was able to stand up again. Cradling his injured arm, he walked until he was able to touch the door, which Samantha had presumably locked from the outside. Then, carefully and methodically, Oscar traced the edge of the door until his foot touched the wall the door was part of. It felt solid, as though made of rock or brick. He followed the wall with slow steps until he reached the corner. It only took him three steps to get there. Then he turned right and shuffled along the new wall. Four steps and he reached another corner. He turned right again. Three steps. Again. Four steps.

It’s a prison, he realized. There are no windows. I’m trapped.

Something brushed against his leg. Oscar yelped and jumped away. Whatever had touched him had to be crawling on the ground nearby, unseen. Oscar froze and listened. The scurrying halted for a moment, then continued. It halted again, and then the sound changed as whatever was making the noise began to climb the wall immediately to the right of where Oscar was standing. It sounded like many small legs grabbing on to rock, scratching.

With his heart pounding in his chest, Oscar activated the flashlight on his link and pointed it at the wall.

An insect crouched there, nine-legged, as big as his hand. It was pale white and flat, as though it normally crawled through narrow, hidden spaces. Its legs were long and segmented, and its body was nearly triangular in shape, ending in three long, curved fangs that glistened in the light. It had no eyes that Oscar could see, but its legs and body were covered in stiff hairs that looked like spikes standing on end. The creature’s mouthparts reminded Oscar of the beak of a Terran octopus, but this beak never stopped moving. It opened and closed, opened and closed, as though already savoring the prey it was about to ambush.

Oscar shifted slightly, his right foot crunching on a rock.

The creature froze instantly. Oscar was almost certain it had not detected the light, but it had definitely heard him. As he watched, horrified, the back end of what must have been the creature’s abdomen split open and something long and curved emerged from it. The thing ended in a wicked sharp tip, deep red, and Oscar was certain it was a stinger filled with venom.

The creature scurried along the wall faster than Oscar thought possible. It was closer now, almost near enough to touch. Oscar did not know whether the creature could hear his short, shallow breaths, but he was convinced that the thing was about to attack him.

He froze again in a blind panic, like he had done back home.

Eli.

A thought of his brother came to him, and he seized it for strength. Elias had never been scared. He had been out on his own in the wild, surrounded by wurl, and he had returned a hero. He was brave.

Something clicked in Oscar’s brain, and his mind shifted into gear. The fear would always be there, but he could act. If he really tried, he could act in spite of the terror.

Eli. I can be like you too.

I can be—

The creature twitched. Oscar’s resolution faltered, as if blown away by a foul wind. He froze, trembling. The creature’s stinger pulsated oddly in the light, and the wicked-looking tip was vibrating.

It’s going to get me.

I have to move.

But he could not, and he was reduced to staring in fear at the thing until it crawled away along the wall and disappeared underneath a crevice in a corner. Oscar waited, eyes open wide, in case it came back, but it did not reappear.

Relief washed over him, but it quickly turned to bitter shame. He had been terrified again.

His shoulders sagged with defeat. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t be like Elias, no matter how hard he tried. He would always be a scared boy.

Beep, beep.

Oscar gasped. He activated the link and saw that he had picked up a transmission. He opened the message and realized it was a text file from his father.

“Dad….”

Oscar scanned his prison cell quickly to make sure there were no other creatures nearby and then sat down on the hot ground to read. There was a message from his mother in addition to the one from his father.

When he was done reading, he was crying again, but this time from joy.

They’re okay. Mom and Dad are okay. And….

He reread the last paragraph of his father’s message. He wanted to make sure that he had understood it correctly.

Eli is coming. He’s coming to save me.

Warmth suffused Oscar’s chest, and he did not feel alone anymore. Now that he knew his family was safe, his focus changed. He felt stronger, and something like hope kindled a fire in his heart.

I need to know what’s going on here. I need to prepare. When Eli comes, I’ll be ready.

Oscar touched the top of his forehead with his index and middle fingers, closing his eyes like his father had taught him.

“Thank you,” he said out loud.

From the side, as if in response to his words, there was another muffled moan like the one from before. Then there was a scratching at the wall on the left, followed by a gurgling noise. After a pause, there was a sudden crash that made the entire structure shudder and a much louder moan, as though from an animal in agony. An unmistakable note of madness threaded through the horrible sound.

The cell next to me, Oscar realized.

I’m not alone.


Chapter 3. Boyfriend

 

 

ELIAS WAS the first to wake up the following morning. He thought about Oscar at once and tried to project his thoughts across the distance.

It’s going to be okay, Oscar, he thought desperately. Hold tight. I’m coming.

The joyful sounds of a world welcoming a new day were all around him, and despite everything, Elias couldn’t help but feel a little thrill of satisfaction at perceiving, once again, how the planet was healing after its long slumber. He stepped out of the tent silently, careful not to wake Tristan. He went some distance away to relieve himself and then returned to where Narev was curled up, breathing slow and deep.

“Hey, big guy,” Elias whispered, placing his hand on the uninjured side of Narev’s head. “How are you doing today?”

Narev stirred and focused his three eyes on Elias. He projected strength and reassurance, and also a need to scratch his face. The scar was itching.

Elias chuckled, relieved to see that Narev was well on his way to recovery. “I can help you with that.”

When Tristan woke up, Elias had already prepared a quick breakfast of wheat cakes, tea, and a couple of protein bars. He had also heated up a little bit of the fish that Narev had saved for him and which he had not been in the mood to enjoy the night before.

“Morning,” Elias said.

Tristan stretched in the golden rays of the early morning. “Hey. You wake up way too early, you knew that?”

“I suppose I got used to it, living in a cave for months and all. I learned to appreciate the hours of daylight to get work done.”

Tristan yawned. “You realize we are not in a cave anymore, right?”

Elias smiled. “Come on. Let’s have breakfast and get going.”

Their routine was efficient. Less than an hour later, everything was clean and they were ready to start the journey again. Elias checked his link briefly as he gazed in the direction of the rising sun. The screen showed him a map of New Skye, with a little dot that approximated his location.

“Nine hundred kilometers left to reach the coast.”

“It’s not that far,” Tristan reassured him. “We’re making good time.”

They packed everything, distributing their supplies among the backpacks he and Tristan carried. The rest he slung around Narev’s back as usual, and he climbed on the wurl with an ease born of practice and settled in a comfortable spot between Narev’s spines. He had built a makeshift saddle so he could ride without slipping, and it worked surprisingly well. Tristan approached Vanor, and after a brief moment of almost ritual tension, Vanor lowered his body slightly so Tristan would be able to climb onto his back. Tristan took out his own improvised saddle and adjusted it. When he was seated, Vanor stood up to his full height and grunted. Nearby, Siv was projecting mild annoyance that no one was paying attention to him.

“Let’s go,” Elias told the three wurl. He broadcast the thought with his mind, but there was no real need. All of them knew where they were headed.

They set off with Vanor in the lead and Siv and Narev flanking him on either side. They moved through the grassy hillsides at a deceptively rapid pace, the undulating movements of each wurl’s six legs synchronizing in dizzying efficiency to propel them forward—not quite at a run, but not at a walk either. Elias had once read about Terran wolves and how they could trot tirelessly for hours. The Spine wurl gait reminded him of that. They were able to walk for an entire day with only brief stops for water and food, and with their help he and Tristan were traversing the continent faster than Elias had expected.

“How many days until we reach the coast?” Tristan asked Elias, glancing back from his precarious-looking seat, surrounded by Vanor’s sharp and deadly spines.

Elias considered for a moment. “Well, we’ve been averaging about two hundred and fifty kilometers every day, I would say. Spine wurl travel at about thirty kilometers per hour on flat terrain, but they go more slowly on hilly ground like this. If we run into any big lakes or rivers, or another swamp like yesterday, that’s also going to slow us down. So I think we’ll get to the ocean in… maybe four days. Five at most.”

Tristan looked at his own link and nodded in agreement. “Not bad. It’s a good thing the wurl came along with us, or it would have taken us weeks to get this far.”

“Yeah,” Elias agreed. He reached down and projected gratitude to Narev, whose muscled body moved underneath him, swishing through the overgrown grass. From his vantage point, Elias could look far ahead to the end of the hilly landscape and the beginning of much flatter ground. “We’re lucky they came.”

They rode in silence for a while, until there was a little beep, beep coming from Tristan’s link. Elias exchanged a quick look of surprise with him at the unexpected notification. Tristan glanced down and read something on the little screen. A couple of minutes later, he looked up.

“The Colony Patrol tried to send a detachment to help us,” Tristan informed Elias. “The morning after we left.”

“Was that a message from them?”

“Yeah. Just arrived.”

“That means my dad’s satellite upgrade worked!” Elias exclaimed, checking his link for any incoming messages.

Beep, beep.

As if on cue, Elias’s link flashed with a notification that there was a message from his father and one from his mother waiting in his inbox. “I can’t believe it. He really did it!”

“How is he doing this?”

“I’m guessing it has to do with the old satellite the people from the Ionas stationed in low orbit around the planet. It helped them with geologic surveys, mapping out the world, and all of those things. We lost contact with it for decades, but my dad’s always been obsessed with reactivating it to get in touch with other worlds Out There. This must mean he finally got it to work to broadcast at greater distances than when we used the pad to communicate with Portree from Crescent Valley.”

“Wow. Your dad is amazing.”

“I know,” Elias said, briefly remembering how awful he had been to his father many months ago when he told him that Elias would never want to be the telecommunications specialist of Portree or follow in his footsteps.

“Does this mean we’re going to be able to send messages back?” Tristan asked.

“I don’t know. Let’s find out.”

Elias spent some time reading the messages he had received from home, which told him that his mother was doing okay and that both of his parents missed him and hoped he and Oscar were safe, wherever they were. His dad had also sent him two large files. One included a subroutine to improve his link’s reception, and the second contained information from the ancient planetary surveyor onboard the Ionas on the topography of New Skye. His father hoped it might be helpful having a more detailed map of the world.

After going through everything, Elias tried sending a message back, but he got an error. Tristan was also unsuccessful.

“Too bad,” Tristan said.

“It might be because we don’t have a big enough transmitter, like they do back at the colony,” Elias ventured. “My link might be able to receive messages passively with this upgrade from my father, but we won’t be able to transmit stuff back up to the satellite in orbit.”

“Well, it’s better than nothing. At least we’re in touch, kind of.”

“Yeah. My mom and dad are doing okay. What about your dad?”

“He’s okay too.”

“What were you saying before about the Colony Patrol?”

Tristan shifted about on his seat. Vanor appeared to sense that it would be more comfortable for him to walk next to Narev so the two humans could speak, and he slowed his pace to allow Narev to match him. Elias smiled, impressed at how perceptive wurl could be.

“The Colony Patrol tried sending a team after us,” Tristan began again, glancing at the screen on his link. “This message is from my dad. He went berserk after he learned that the two of us had gone after Dresde to save Oscar. He demanded a meeting with Commander Rodriguez and convinced her to send a small group with one of the ancient vehicles they have in storage.”

“Wait. Vehicles?”

“Don’t get too excited—it didn’t work. They had an all-terrain four-by-four they tried to start up, but it wouldn’t run. They also didn’t have any fuel around anymore, and the other vehicles were in even worse shape. They hadn’t been used in decades, and it looks as though they won’t ever work again.”

“So they gave up?” Elias asked.

Tristan shook his head. “My dad set off with Phineas, Rei, and Megan from the Patrol, but they didn’t make it far. Flyers attacked them, and they were forced to go back to the colony. After that, the director said that it was too risky to go after us, and now they’re working on reinforcing their defenses in case Dresde comes back. Dad says she’s talking about building some kind of electrified barrier.”

Elias took a moment to digest the information. He hadn’t been expecting help from the colony, but knowing that they were officially on their own now made him realize just how vulnerable they were. If something happened to either Tristan or himself, no help would be coming.

“It’s up to us, then.”

“Yeah. It’s a good thing your dad sent us all of this gear with Narev and the others,” Tristan added. “I haven’t even looked through all of the packs.”

“He thought of everything,” Elias replied. “Not only the survival stuff, like food or the tent, but also electronics. I think I can build something with them if we ever get some time. Maybe a big transmitter or something.”

“Anything for music in there?”

Elias blinked. “What?”

Tristan grinned. “You know. To make the trip more pleasant.”

“As a matter of fact, I think I saw something,” Elias told him, twisting around so he would be able to reach into one of the larger packs strapped to Narev’s back. After rummaging in it for a few seconds, he came up with a cylindrical object about as big as a bottle, bright yellow and rugged-looking. “Found it. Waterproof wireless speaker.” He tossed it over to Tristan, who caught it easily.

“Nice. Let me sync it to my link.”

A couple of minutes later, the regular beats and snares of an electronic music track blasted out from the speaker. The three wurl froze in place and looked at the source of the noise in alarm.

“It’s okay, guys,” Elias told them, chuckling. “It’s music.”

Narev and Siv came over to sniff the speaker curiously. Vanor craned his neck so his eye cluster would be directed at Tristan. After a brief inspection, Vanor grunted and continued walking. The other two wurl took their cue from him and ignored the music from then on.

It was a surreal experience for Elias to ride through the wilderness next to Tristan while listening to music that reminded him of home. He couldn’t help but remember how his life had been a year ago, before he had decided to take the Life Seed and return it where it belonged. If he could have somehow gone back in time to tell his younger self where he would be a year from then, there was no way he would have believed it.

“Is it too loud, you think?” Tristan asked after a bit. “Maybe it’ll make us easier to find if any Flyers are around.”

Elias shook his head. “I don’t think the music makes any difference. They can fly. They’ll probably be able to see us way before they hear us if they come.”

“Right. Do you want to play something from your library?”

“No, I like this. What’s it called?”

“This one’s a track called ‘Remembrance,’ by Richard O’Rourke. He was a first-generation passenger on the Ionas.”

Elias listened to the music more carefully for the next few minutes. It was pleasant, but there was a hint of sadness interspersed throughout the melody.

“Can you imagine what that must have been like?” he asked Tristan when it ended.

“What do you mean?” Tristan replied, lowering the volume of the music so they could speak without raising their voices.

“I mean, boarding a ship that you’ll never leave. The first generation knew they would spend their entire lives traveling through space. It must have been hard.”

“Also exciting,” Tristan added. “Imagine—traveling where no one has ever gone before.”

Elias looked all around him. “That’s kind of what we’re doing now.”

Tristan nodded thoughtfully. “We are. I bet no one from Portree came this far, ever, not even in the good days. We are the first people to see all of this.”

“Maybe,” Elias said, remembering the fight with Dresde. “Or maybe not.”

“You’re talking about that girl, right? The one who was riding a Flyer.”

“Samantha,” Elias said automatically. He still remembered Dresde addressing her by that name. “Where did she come from, Tristan? How is that even possible? Is there another colony that we don’t know of?”

“I don’t think so,” Tristan replied. “There are certain things that are classified, of course, but I doubt the director or Commander Rodriguez would have kept something as big as that hidden from everyone. It seems impossible. The Ionas was the most advanced ship of its kind when it launched. It was also the first one ever sent to this region of space. We heard that a million times in history class.”

“And they would never have sent another ship after the Ionas until they heard back from us,” Elias added. “That’s why my father’s work is so important. He’s kept trying to get back in touch with other inhabited planets all his life, to tell them we’re okay. To tell them we made it, that we are alive. He’s never been able to do so, and so the people Out There have no reason to send another ship after us.”

“Then where did Samantha come from?” Tristan asked, his tone exasperated. “It makes no sense.”

“I don’t know,” Elias replied quietly. He had fought Samantha the day of the storm, and she had easily defeated him. She was a trained warrior.

The music got tedious after a while, and Tristan switched it off. It was the middle of the day by then, and the tireless pace of the wurl meant they had long since left behind the hilly grasslands. They stopped for a little while to stretch, eat something, and play a bit of shoot-the-bone with the wurl, except they had no bones with them, so it was more of a shoot-the-random-fruit-pit. It was even more difficult with such small targets, but Narev, Vanor, and Siv were all unerring in their aim.

Later, as Elias munched on a tough but tasty plant bulb that Narev had dug up from under a rock, he noticed with some alarm that the sky was beginning to darken with nimbostratus clouds borne on a westward wind. The air itself was fresh and moist, with a hint of approaching precipitation.

It wasn’t long after they set out again that the rain began. It was soft but persistent, and both Tristan and Elias took out their waterproof jackets and put them on. Despite the potential threat of another Flyer ambush now that the sky was hidden from view, Elias found himself relaxing with the sound of the rain all around him. The fierce midday summer sun could not break through the cloud cover, and the rain was cool and refreshing. It transformed an uncomfortable and hot summer ride into a pleasant sortie. The landscape they were traversing had changed dramatically too, becoming arid and rocky. According to Elias’s link, they were crossing a high plateau that stretched out for dozens of kilometers in every direction. To the north and south, distant mountain peaks hinted at vast expanses of terrain that was completely unexplored. Straight ahead, to the east, the flat and featureless ground was occasionally dotted with short bushes that sported vibrant green and orange leaves, clusters of short, squat trees with light-colored bark, and patches of ground that were covered with countless minuscule dark-green plants that reminded Elias of lichen.

As the hours dragged by, the flat terrain gave way to a dizzying array of elevation shifts. Short broken hills appeared seemingly out of nowhere, leading them down into ravines and ancient riverbeds that cut straight through the hillsides. At some points they had to go single file, with towering walls of rock on either side of them, moist with the drizzle that appeared to be endless, raindrops glistening in the murky light of day. Strange creatures appeared among the rocks and disappeared just as fast, evidently startled. Some of them squeaked, leaving behind trails of cloying flowery scent. Others slithered away like disturbed predators and escaped into the darkness of caves and cracks in the ground. Still others, bolder, stopped for a moment to look at the big wurl and attempted to look intimidating. Elias’s favorite was a short lobster-like creature with black-and-white plates. When it saw them approaching, it rose on its hind legs and spread out its remaining three short stubby claws in the air. The pattern on the underside of its body resembled a menacing cluster of three eyes that appeared to belong to an enormous creature, and the illusion was so realistic in the rain that Vanor actually halted for a moment. The unnamed creature hissed and then sprinted away to disappear into a burrow in the ground.

The wurl climbed over steep terrain without a single slip. Kilometer after kilometer went by in what seemed to Elias to be a blur. They came into view of several big lakes at one point. The ground around the bodies of water was completely covered in a carpet of green from the same lichen-like organism Elias had encountered hours earlier. It made for a beautiful landscape, and it was there that the rain finally abated, leaving in its wake the rich smell of petrichor from the wet earth, which spoke of living things being nourished by the water. Off to the south and a couple of kilometers away, ostensibly headed for the largest lake, Elias saw a long line of large ruminant-looking creatures with clusters of three horns on their heads. They were covered in long, thick fur that was bright pink, making them stand out sharply against their surroundings. Elias watched them with interest until they were out of sight. He had stopped counting how many species he had discovered, and he had also stopped trying to name them. Nevertheless, he made a little note on his link, as he had been doing throughout the trip, with a description of the creatures for later reference.

“Always the scientist, huh?” Tristan asked, his voice sounding strangely out of place in the placid calmness of their wild surroundings.

“I guess,” Elias answered in a muted tone. There were no creatures around them, but he was strongly inclined to be quiet. He felt like an intruder somehow, and some instinct seemed to warn him that he should be as inconspicuous as possible around the lakes. “It’s fascinating.”

“You’re going to be famous when we get back. You’ll be the top biologist of Portree.”

Elias smiled. He had entertained that very same fantasy on his own a long time ago. “I’d love to come out here and study how life works on this world. There is so much to discover. So much to learn.”

Tristan nodded and fell silent. Elias did too, focusing on the journey instead and the strength of the wurl who carried them. His back ached, and his legs were sore by late afternoon, when Narev, Siv, and Vanor finally stopped for the day at the top of a sharp incline that marked the edge of the plateau they had been traversing. Ahead of them, elevation dropped sharply, and there appeared to be more plants and taller trees in the distance, but they were too far away for Elias to be sure. According to his link’s rough approximation, he and Tristan had covered about two hundred and ninety kilometers that day.

Elias got off Narev and made sure to express his gratitude to the wurl for carrying him and the supplies for one more day. After he had unburdened him, Narev immediately bounded away, followed by Vanor and Siv.

“Going hunting?” Tristan asked.

“Yeah,” Elias replied, receiving a brief but clear image of the prey Narev had in mind. It was one of the pink, furry creatures they had seen some hours ago. Elias wondered whether there were any of those nearby and how it was that Narev and the other wurl could perceive them if there were. Then he sighed, adding one more question to the mountainous pile of mysteries of the world.

“We made good progress today, but my back is killing me,” Tristan reported, stretching. “Want to work out?”

Elias was tired from the trip, but he nodded. “I think we need to. We were sitting for way too many hours.”

They set up camp quickly and stripped down to their shorts. The sun was beginning to go down behind them, but there was enough light that they could see well without building a fire just yet. It appeared that the rain had not reached the place where they were, but the temperature was pleasant. The air was invigorating, and Elias was mildly surprised to realize that he was looking forward to his calisthenics session with Tristan.

“What are we doing today?” Elias asked. Tristan was the expert when it came to exercising.

“I’m thinking some interval training and yoga to end. We’ll focus on upper body and core for today.”

The two of them found a reasonably clear area next to the campsite and got started. Tristan led the way, programming his link to beep at regular intervals to monitor how long they should do each exercise. They did three different kinds of push-up variations for one minute at a time, with five seconds of rest in between. They then switched to crunches, leg lifts, and something Tristan called “manmakers,” which were a brutal combination of push-ups, burpees, and explosive jumps. They did three circuits of that, by which point Elias was sweating profusely. His arms were beginning to feel like noodles, and his abdomen was sore from all the crunches.

“Now for the isometrics,” Tristan said, panting. “Come on. Stand in front of me.”

“Right.”

“Now grab my hands,” Tristan instructed, and Elias raised his hands above his head and grabbed Tristan’s hands, interlinking his fingers with Tristan’s.

“Now place your right leg in front. Like that. Your left leg goes back so you’re braced forward, as though you want to push against a wall. Great, you got it.”

“What now?”

Tristan grinned. “Now? We get to see who’s stronger. Push!”

Elias barely had time to prepare himself before Tristan was suddenly pushing against him, using the weight of his body and the strength of his arms. Elias retaliated in kind, stiffening his muscles and resisting Tristan’s overpowering strength.

“Try… to make me… take a step back,” Tristan grunted, his face already red with effort.

Elias tried. He put everything he had into doing so, all the time struggling not to allow Tristan to do the same to him. He used every bit of power he had.

And realized neither of them was moving.

Sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped over the bridge of his nose, but he didn’t budge, and neither did Tristan. As the seconds passed, their arms began to shake with the effort of the sustained contraction, but their strength was evenly matched. If anything, Elias was beginning to feel as though Tristan’s resistance was giving way.

Beep.

“Time!” Tristan called, lowering his arms suddenly. Elias was caught off guard, and he collided with Tristan, sending both of them crashing down on the lichen-covered ground. They lay for a couple of seconds like that, chests heaving, with Elias on top. Their faces were less than an inch apart.

“You’ve gotten… strong,” Tristan panted.

“For a moment there… I thought… I was going to win.”

“Fat chance,” Tristan said to him, playfully pushing Elias away. “I’m still stronger than you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep. Now come on. Time for yoga.”

They did some stretches that Tristan had learned as part of his training for the Colony Patrol. Elias followed easily. Although he had never really exercised at all before the previous winter, he felt in tune with his body and enjoyed the challenge of stretching and holding a single position for a while. By the time they were done, his entire body tingled with energy. He felt great.

“How are you doing that?” Tristan asked him as they were putting their shirts back on.

“Doing what?”

“You move differently,” Tristan said, nodding in Elias’s direction. “It’s like you’re more agile or something. Look.”

He bent down and picked up a rock. Without warning, he threw it straight at Elias’s face.

Elias reacted without thinking. He snatched the rock out of the air with a single effortless motion.

“Like that!” Tristan pointed out excitedly. “Every day we exercise you get better, Elias. I know living in the wilderness toughened you up, but this is something else.”

“What do you mean?” Elias asked, looking at the rock in his hand. He wasn’t sure how he’d caught it.

“Let me do a little test,” Tristan said, walking over to their camp to pick up his shock spear. “Ready?”

“For what?”

Elias’s question was answered immediately. Tristan rushed forward and swung the spear in a downward arc, fast enough to make the air whistle in its wake.

Elias reacted as he had done before. He twisted his body out of the way, grabbed the spear as it was coming down, and yanked it out of Tristan’s hands. Then he swung it back around, over his head, and stopped the blow right before the spear would have collided with Tristan’s shoulder.

“See what I mean?”

“How…?” Elias mumbled. “How…?”

He handed the spear to Tristan.

“It’s becoming more noticeable now,” Tristan explained. “It’s like you’re faster in some way. Kind of like them,” he added, nodding in the direction of the three muscular shapes that were approaching in the distance. They seemed to be carrying a large carcass between them.

Elias looked at Tristan and then down at his hands.

“Hey,” Tristan said, tossing the spear aside and coming in for a hug. “Don’t think about it too much. It’s a good thing.”

“But… I’ve never trained like you, Tristan. You’ve spent years strengthening your body. Sharpening your reflexes. I haven’t. I shouldn’t be able to….”

Tristan shrugged. “We’re on a totally different world from what we knew as kids, in case you haven’t noticed. You are linked to it now in some way. Maybe this is part of it. Maybe you’re getting powers.”

“Uh….”

“That would be really cool. My boyfriend, a superhero!”

Tristan appeared to realize what he’d blurted out a split second after the words left his mouth because he froze with an awkward glance in Elias’s direction. Then he looked at the ground.

Boyfriend, Elias thought. It’s the first time he’s ever called me that.

Silence stretched between them. Tristan was blushing. Elias wanted to reassure him, but he didn’t know what to say. They were saved from the continued awkwardness by the wurl, who had finally made their way to camp and demanded attention with loud grunts. All three of them broadcast pride at their kill and wanted help cooking some of the meat.

“I’ll… I’ll be…. I’ll build a fire,” Tristan stammered. He fled back to the tent and busied himself with preparations to cook.

Elias walked over to Narev and placed his hand on the wurl’s side. Narev’s scales were pliable and polished, like sun-warmed metal.

“I think he’s adorable when he gets like that,” Elias said to Narev. “What do you think?”

Narev looked at him and cocked his head to the side, at that moment acting very much like a Terran dog. Elias chuckled and helped the wurl drag their prey over to the fireside.


Chapter 4. Captive

 

 

“OKAY,” OSCAR told himself. “Don’t panic. Think.”

It was the morning after he had arrived at Dresde’s volcano. He was pacing in his small cell, which appeared even more oppressive in the faint light of dawn.

“Don’t freak out, man. Stay calm.”

Oscar mumbled to himself, careful not to make too much noise. He had spent most of the night in fitful bouts of sleep, huddled in a corner of the cell. The ground had been very hard, uncomfortable, and oddly hot, but he had come to appreciate the latter when the warmth of the evening had given way to the coolness of very early morning. Still, the pain in his shoulder had not allowed him to fully relax. He was certain something was wrong with it, and as the hours went by, the pain got worse. As long as he held perfectly still the shoulder did not hurt, but Oscar had never been able to sleep without tossing and turning, and as a result he had barely rested.

He also kept hearing the moans.

Oscar had no idea what kind of animal was in the cell next to him, but at the beginning it had grunted and scratched at the wall separating them whenever Oscar made a noise. It had been unnerving, and Oscar had kept as far away from that wall as he had been able to. He had frequently activated the flashlight on his link to make sure that nothing was coming through that wall, no animal or insect or anything. Whatever was making those noises had to be big. Oscar was terrified of finding out what it was.

Now that morning had come, Oscar was trying to keep himself from panicking. He paced back and forth while holding his injured arm carefully and tried to think of his options.

There weren’t many.

“I could try to escape,” he whispered to himself, “but then what? I’m halfway across the world. No, I have to wait. Maybe Samantha will help me. Maybe she’ll come back. If she comes back. What if she leaves me here? With no food, no water? And I need to pee. I hope she comes back soon. I really hope she does.”

The temperature slowly rose as the sun climbed up in the sky. The day was not particularly hot, but the odd warmth radiating from the ground made the cell uncomfortable. Oscar began sweating, and after a while he stopped pacing and sat down, grimacing at the pain the change in position jolted through his shoulder.

“Stay calm, man,” he told himself. It was starting to become a mantra. “Just stay calm.”

He activated his link and tried to send a message to tell his parents and Elias that he was okay, but try as he might he was unable to compensate for the lack of power in the small computer he carried. There was no way for an uplink to the satellite with what he had.

“Stay calm,” he whispered, a little bit too loudly.

From nearby, a tired sort of moan came again. Then there was a loud scuffling noise, and after a moment a sudden THUD against the wall startled Oscar badly. The scariest part was that, despite the fact that the cells appeared to be made of concrete, the entire structure shook when the creature on the other side hit the wall. Oscar was scared that the prison might simply collapse around him, burying him in rubble.

Stop that, he said to himself. Focus on the positive. What’s good about my position?

He looked around. There was very little to be thankful for, but he still tried to count his blessings.

I’m still in one piece, sort of. I know my family is okay. And Samantha let me keep her jacket, which I think is keeping my shoulder from dislocating even more.

That last part surprised him, since it was only now he realized that Samantha had not taken her jacket with her. It was tight and form-fitting, and besides keeping him warm during the night, it had also kept his arm from moving too much.

I need to convince Samantha to help me. It’s the only way.

Oscar waited patiently, telling himself he didn’t really need to pee that badly, and two hours after sunrise he heard footsteps approaching. There was no way to look outside since the only ventilation slots that might have served as windows were set too high up the wall, but Oscar still climbed to his feet, holding his arm, and backed away from the door. He was hopeful and fearful at the same time.

I hope it’s her.

There was a sound of keys jangling, and a heavy lock clicked open.

Wait. It’s got to be her—I don’t think Dresde knows how to use a key.

With a loud crunch, the door swung outward in a flash of blinding morning light. Oscar covered his eyes with his good hand, blinking. The creature in the next cell was strangely quiet.

“Mor-morning,” Oscar stammered. He still couldn’t see very well. The person who had entered was standing in the doorway, and the light was very bright. “Samantha? Is that you?”

The door opened fully, and the person walked inside. After a few seconds, Oscar realized that it was indeed Samantha. She had a satchel in one hand, and she was wearing completely different clothing from the day before. Instead of a futuristic pilot suit, she now wore sandals, jeans, and a T-shirt that was faded and slightly too big for her. Her hair was still neatly gathered in a braid slung across one of her shoulders. The way she was standing, tense and upright, reminded Oscar of Colony Patrol soldiers on duty. Her demeanor clashed with her casual clothing, and her expression, similar to the day before, was overshadowed by a frown.

“Hi, Samantha,” Oscar said as steadily as he could.

There was no reply.

“Right,” Oscar continued. “I’m so glad you came back. Um, where’s the toilet?”

The frown deepened. “If you need to relieve yourself, you are free to go outside.”

“O… kay. Sure. Thanks?”

Oscar walked forward until he was a couple of steps away from the door. Samantha stretched out her left arm suddenly, blocking the doorway. “Do not run or think of escaping, male,” she said to him. “If you do, you die.”

“Wasn’t going to, but thanks for the heads-up,” Oscar replied. “Be right back, okay? Don’t shoot me or stab me or whatever. I promise I won’t run.”

“Be quick.”

Oscar stepped out onto a surprisingly beautiful landscape. He had only seen it at night, and the view that stretched out before him now was simultaneously picturesque and alien.

Under the light of the morning sun, he was able to see across a vast distance. To the right, the volcano rose majestically, its black-and-dark-brown surface an almost perfect cone, neatly outlined against a sky of jewel-like blue. From where he was standing, it was not possible to see the cliffs or the ocean, but the rolling hillsides on which he now stood had a beauty all their own. They were covered in short emerald-colored plants that reminded Oscar of clovers from Earth, and there were odd-looking plants and trees interspersed among them. Many of the trees appeared to grow from three places at once, their thick trunks joining after a few meters and growing skyward only to open again in three different directions, making them look more like sculptures that resembled the skeleton of a pyramid at either end, or perhaps an empty hourglass. In the distance, even more hills were visible, some completely barren, some full of verdure and life.

The buildings he had briefly spotted the night before rose all around his prison, decrepit and dilapidated. They were about a dozen in total, ruins comprised of the charred hulls of what might have once been houses. All that remained of many of them were a couple of thick wooden beams, blackened and splintered. Very few walls still stood, and although the structures appeared to have once been interspersed at regular intervals, nature had claimed most of them, and it gave the landscape a chaotic aspect. Oscar felt as though he was standing in the middle of an abandoned town long after a fire had destroyed every house.

He found a secluded spot and returned to the cell a couple of minutes later, very relieved. Once inside, Samantha approached him.

“My jacket,” she told him.

“Oh. Thank you so much, actually. It was great to have it last night and—”

She raised her hand. When she spoke, her tone was clipped, as though annoyed. “Less talk. Give me. My jacket.”

“Sure. Let me just try and… ow! Sorry, my shoulder…. Can you help me get it off?”

Samantha stepped behind him and helped Oscar take off the jacket. Oscar was scared that she was going to yank it off and that it would hurt, but she was careful, and the pain was minimal. Now without the jacket, Oscar realized his shoulder was hurting a lot more.

“Sit down,” she told him. “Take off your shirt.”

“Excuse me?”

She did not answer and instead simply looked at him as though already incredibly annoyed.

“Okay, okay. Hold on a sec.” Oscar did his best to remove his shirt with only one hand, but the going was slow. “Sorry about this,” he added. “I’m wearing my best shirt, and it has a lot of buttons.”

When he was finally able to take it off, he was almost scared of looking at his shoulder, but he could not help doing it.

The skin above his left arm was red and raw, as though burned. He also had many scratches and bruises everywhere from the rough way Dresde had handled him while carrying him. What was most worrisome, though, was the odd way in which his shoulder stuck out to the side. That most definitely was not right.

“Dislocated,” Samantha observed. “Hold still.”

“Is it bad?” Oscar asked.

“Hold still.”

Oscar gritted his teeth and shut his eyes. Samantha placed her hands on either side of his shoulder. “Do it. Whatever it is you have to do.”

“Three, two, one!” Samantha said and shoved Oscar’s shoulder back into place at the last word.

Oscar yelled, but his shout was cut short when he realized the pain was actually fading. “Oh, wow. That feels…. That feels much better, thank you.”

Samantha opened her satchel and took out a bottle of water and something that looked like a sandwich. She placed them on the ground, took her things, and stepped out of the cell.

“Wait!” Oscar yelled, standing up, but careful not to approach the doorway. “What’s going on? How long are you keeping me here? Who are you, and where did you come from?”

Samantha looked at Oscar for a moment, as though deciding whether to speak. Then she simply shut the door of the cell, locked it, and walked away. Oscar listened to the sound of her fading footsteps until they were no longer audible. He considered shouting after her, but he was scared of disturbing the thing in the cell next to him.

He was also incredibly thirsty and hungry.

He devoured the sandwich-like object and chased it down with the water. His food had not been made of bread, but some kind of tough leaf or tuber he had never tasted before. Inside the sandwich there had been what had tasted like fruits and nuts, and the flavors had also been unfamiliar. It had been delicious, but it was gone all too soon.

At least he had eaten something. Having some food in his stomach cleared Oscar’s mind and made the urgency of his situation even more apparent. He was a prisoner, and he did not know what was going to happen to him.

“Keep calm,” he repeated to himself. “Eli is coming. Just keep calm.”

It was easier said than done. Oscar spent the entire day pacing, thinking of ways to escape and then dismissing them because he had nowhere to go even if he did. The temperature in the cell kept rising as well, and an hour after noon Oscar had to take off his dress shirt and his fancy pants to cool down.

“Mom would kill me if she could see how I’ve treated my best clothes,” Oscar mused, trying his best to keep the panic at bay. The sound of his own voice helped.

“At least that thing in the cell nearby isn’t saying anything anymore,” he continued. “I wonder what that is.”

He bunched up his clothes to make a seat on the ground that would insulate him from the persistent heat coming from beneath his feet and sat down in only his underwear, tapping away at his link and trying to focus on one of the many books that were loaded in the memory of the device. His mind kept drifting away, though, and by late afternoon he had not managed to read a single full page of anything.

He was scared. Not knowing what was going on and being trapped in a cell was triggering his anxiety, and every few minutes he would sit up and listen, hoping he would not hear the sound of large wings flapping.

He dozed off erratically, and when the sun began to set, he actually fell asleep, giving in to the exhaustion of the day.

A sound jolted him awake what seemed like barely a second later.

“Just a minute!” he said, adrenaline pumping through his system and banishing the sleepiness in a moment. He jumped to his feet and tried to put on his pants.

The heavy lock outside his cell clanged open, and the sounds of someone taking it off were joined by the now-familiar sound of keys.

“Give me a sec!” Oscar said loudly, not even minding the fact that the creature in the next cell moaned in answer to his voice.

The door to his cell swung open. Oscar looked in that direction, distracted, standing on one foot and trying to get the other to fit in the correct leg hole of his pants.

He lost his balance and fell to the ground, bumping his left shoulder.

“Ow!”

Samantha pulled on the door and appeared on the threshold. She held something in her hands and looked as though she had been about to come fully into the cell, but hesitated.

Oscar, still in his underwear and with only one leg in his pants, looked up at her awkwardly.

“Uh, hi,” he said as casually as he could. “Good afternoon?”

Samantha huffed in what might have been exasperation. “What are you doing?”

“I… I don’t know, actually. It was hot in here, you know? I just wasn’t expecting any visitors so soon.”

“Your food,” Samantha responded coldly. She put the satchel she had been carrying on the ground. “Eat.”

“Right. Let me get presentable…,” Oscar said, struggling into the pants, which he was finally able to do. After zipping them up, he felt much better. “There. Thanks for the breakfast earlier, by the way. Interesting stuff, though I don’t think I’ve ever had any of that in my life. Tasted good, though.”

Samantha nodded in the direction of the satchel.

“Oh, you mean eat right now?”

“I need to take the containers home. Eat.”

“Sure. Can I get a few minutes to, um, heed the call of nature?”

“Yes,” she replied. “If you need to wash your hands afterward, there is a stream to the south. Do not go too far if you value your life.”

“Right, right, you mentioned something like that this morning. Don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”

Oscar kept his promise and returned a few minutes later. He entered the cell and sat down. Surprisingly, Samantha sat down as well.

“Thanks for keeping me company,” Oscar said, opening the satchel. He discovered a bowl full of what looked like dumplings, still hot and steaming. An appetizing smell wafted from them and reminded him of grilled green beans with a hint of garlic. “Ooh, this looks tasty. What’s it called?”

Samantha blinked. “Food.”

“No, I mean the dish,” Oscar said, reaching for one of the dumplings.

“We… we do not name our food.”

“For real? That’s odd. This nameless dish smells great, though. Let’s give it a try.”

He put the dumpling in his mouth and bit down. It was delicious—soft and chewy on the outside and full of crunchy vegetables on the inside. The flavor was completely unfamiliar, but the dumpling was savory, well-seasoned, and slightly spicy. “Oh, by the generation ship. This is amazing!”

Samantha’s eyes widened. “The generation… ship?”

“It’s just an expression,” Oscar replied. “Seriously, though, this is very, very good. Did you make this?”

“No. It was made by—”

“By…?”

Her expression hardened. “It is none of your business, male.”

“Ouch. You keep calling me that too. It’s really demeaning, you know? My name is Oscar.”

He received no reply to that. Samantha crossed her arms over her chest and glanced at the satchel.

“Okay, okay. Message received. I’ll eat fast.”

Oscar finished the rest of his meal in silence, enjoying the exotic flavors. The vegetables were amazing, and he was disappointed when the last dumpling was gone. He had some plain water to go with it, refreshing and cool, with a very slight mineral hint to it. When his meal was over, he sighed with satisfaction. His shoulder was hurting much less, he was full, and the heat of the day was receding now that the sun was going down.

He allowed himself to feel a little bit of hope.

“I have so many questions,” he told Samantha. “Where are we, exactly? Who else is here with you? What’s the deal with Dresde?”

“Do not say her name!” Samantha snapped.

“Whoops, sorry. We can talk about something else if… uh….”

But Samantha stood up, gathered the satchel, and left the cell without another word. She locked the door from the outside and left Oscar in the growing darkness.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





