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Chapter 1

I grew up on my eleventh birthday.

Most people move through their childhoods with gradual realizations, maturations, and guidance, and at some point they’ve grown up. They might feel that way when they’re eighteen, or twenty-one, or maybe not until they’re thirty-five. For me, it all happened within a span of ten minutes. It happened on my eleventh birthday, when my parents were murdered.

I work on Earth, in an office of the Earth Civilization Outreach Program, or ECOP. It’s a comfortable office filled with swarthy wood, plush furniture, and the look and smell of hundreds of old books. There’s a desk to one side, but the main part of the room has two stuffed chairs and a cushy, brown couch, all sitting on a huge Oriental rug adorning the hardwood floor. Between those is a long, dark coffee table with picture books, a huge bird talon, and a bowl of mints. Good mints; for some reason no one seems to eat them except me. No one flips through the smooth, glossy pages of the picture books, either, and one of them has some shots of national parks that are truly exceptional. All in all, it’s a nice environment for reducing stress.

My job is to reduce stress. I counsel people who have been through traumatic events in their work for ECOP, and I help prepare those whose assignments are about to put them in similar circumstances.

It’s important work; not what I would have envisioned for myself, but my background has made me uniquely suited to it, and for the time being, it’s nearly as therapeutic for me as for my clients. Eventually, I plan to be in the field again—I feel like I have unfinished business—but for now, this is the right place.

When children get orphaned by murder, it is a terrible, horrible thing. Probably one of the worst things that happen. Maybe losing a child to a murderer is worse. I don’t know. Maybe kids are more resilient. Regardless, children losing parents is devastating. When they do, orphans go a lot of different directions. Some have relatives to live with, some go in the system and get assigned to foster homes. Some have nowhere to turn, and live on the streets.

When I got orphaned, there was no one. Literally. Every other person on my planet was dead. There weren’t very many, and they all died but me.

Now, I am twenty-five. I’ve had some time to relate to humans again, and I am participating in society, albeit with a unique perspective. This person I am today knows something of how to deal with difficult situations head-on, and I’m making a difference for my life, both personally and professionally, by using that knowledge. This person has that experience. That person, that child I was, hadn’t the slightest idea. I still wonder every day what my life would be like if I had grown up as that child instead of the person he was forced to become.

That child was Alden Waverly.

Like his parents, Alden was tall and slim, with dark hair and skin. His folks looked the part of classic adventurer types—rugged, attractive, and fit—and Alden was following right along on his young path to pioneering.

Alden lived on Cappa Terse, a formerly uninhabited planet on the outskirts of the solar systems colonized by ECOP. The purpose of ECOP was to continuously scout and discover and prepare new planets for human habitation. It was therefore always growing, always reaching out to new worlds beyond anywhere humans had lived before. Such was Cappa Terse.

There were two encampments on Cappa Terse, both established to help determine compatibility and ease of human expansion, with some plain old scientific curiosity thrown in. Curiosity was a strong suit for a ten-year-old kid.

Alden had a lot of strong suits. He was freakishly intelligent. He was also inquisitive, and he loved his life of exploration. He was interested in animals and plants and even rocks. Musicians and sports figures and all that were OK, and he had his favorites, but his real heroes were famous trailblazers, people who had helped bring human civilization to barren worlds. That’s what his parents were, and that’s what he wanted to be. It was a perfect aspiration to match what seemed an almost unnatural gift for understanding his surroundings and how they worked.

The bigger of the two camps on Cappa Terse was situated in a huge grassland. Almost farther than you could see. The grass was a deep tan color, and tall, almost to Alden’s waist. It formed a lush, light brown blanket for miles. There were occasional trees sparsely dotting the terrain; short, broad trees with thick, gnarled wood, and the trees got more dense to the north of the grassland.

The camp supported three families, ten people in all, and there were four buildings to accommodate research, supplies, and living quarters. Strange topographical conditions dominated parts of Cappa Terse, but the grasslands seemed especially conducive to human habitation, and that was the logical area for starting the colonization.

Fifty miles away, at the eastern edge of the grassland, was where some of the topographical oddities began. There was a ravine, thirty feet deep and two hundred feet across, separating the grassland from a large plateau with notably different foliage. On the plateau, there were a few hundred acres of bare, flat rock, and a much larger area of forest, parts of it so thick as to seem like jungle. The strangest part of it was that the ravine extended all the way around the plateau, separating it from the rest of the land. Things grew on the plateau that didn’t grow anywhere else on Cappa Terse.

Mostly for that reason, Alden and his parents were on the plateau, in a single building that served as lab, supply shed, and home. It was a nice home.

Alden knew that most people wouldn’t consider it a nice home, but to him it was wonderful. His own family, as well as others he knew, was in a more conventional house on Earth before they went off-world. This one on Cappa Terse was wonderful because it was their adventure home. It was what you lived in to be an explorer, a hero. That would never be a hardship to Alden.

They had six rooms. The largest was the living room, and that was mostly because ECOP recognized that people on long-term assignments couldn’t simply survive. They needed to have some comfortable breathing room somewhere. The living room was outfitted with light green, short-pile carpeting. It was the only carpeted room, and Alden sometimes preferred the floor to the furniture; he enjoyed the comfortable feel of it. There was a tan couch, dark red stuffed chair, oval-shaped coffee table, and two smaller tables for lamps at either end of the couch.

The beige walls were made of a thin, nanocellulose material, and one of them had a flat video display on it, about three feet wide. They had access to entertainment feeds from ECOP, but they didn’t watch very often. Alden enjoyed movies with monsters and explosions, but his parents enjoyed other stuff, mostly. Sometimes, though, he did get to see monsters and explosions.

The rest of the house was plainer, with walls and floors all done in the same nanocellulose material. To someone with more of a decorative sense, it may have been stark and unappealing, but to Alden it was home, and home was wherever their family was, so it was all great. The medium-brown kitchen had a refrigerator, chest freezer, and stove; a UMO, which stood for ultramicrowave oven; a white double sink; a couple of countertops; and a round, yellow table with four chairs. There was their lab, outfitted for two computer tables, some benches for microscopes and other analyzing equipment, and racks for samples and tools. A small bathroom, too, including a toilet, sink, and stand-up shower. The bathroom was elevated, with four steps leading up to it, because the waste and run-off water was collected into sealable containers, like all their garbage was.

They also had a bedroom, with two beds. One wide one for Mom and Dad, and one smaller one for Alden. Sometimes, Alden slept on the couch. He knew why. He didn’t get it, but Mom and Dad had explained it to him. It wasn’t any problem, anyway; Alden thought it was fun to sleep on the couch.

The last room was their storage room, for all sorts of supplies and things. Mostly food stuff. Canned meats, which Alden liked a lot, and a lot of vegetables, some of which were fine, many of which were tolerated. He did enjoy the canned fruits. There was also flour and sugar, and Alden always loved to see those come out, because it usually meant things like cookies or pie. As difficult as it sometimes was, eating home-fixed meals and dishes was encouraged by ECOP as a way to keep home feeling like home.

For the first year the Waverlys were on Cappa Terse, there were quite a few more people, as they worked to establish the camps and build the buildings. Those people were called the Sec Crew, short for Secondary Crew. The Primary Crew, or Pri Crew, was made up of the people who would stay for the long haul. At least five years, anyway. Some people rotated in or out, but the Pri Crew was essentially the permanent residents.

Once the Sec Crew had left, Alden and his folks were the only ones on the plateau for weeks at a time. If there were any social or other developmental considerations that Alden was missing out on, he was oblivious. To him, this was a constant adventure. He’d been on Earth until he was seven, the age that ECOP approved families to go mobile, so he had some exposure to classrooms and playmates and such. His family went through a couple years of off-world orientation and training, at which they excelled, then they got the assignment to Cappa Terse.

Alden never had any fears about leaving all that Earth stuff behind to go wherever his parents were going, and he never had second thoughts about how life could be different. He was too young for any of that. Alden loved his folks and everything they did, and they showed Alden a magical childhood. They were well into their second year as the Pri Crew, and his parents were passionate about the mission and about enjoying it.

Not that they were simply abandoned to their work. There was a supply ship from ECOP once a month, which actually seemed fairly often. Some months they were a little bit surprised to realize supply day was already coming up again. There was also ground transportation on the planet by way of a pair of four-person, all-terrain buggies for the Pri Crew to use for exploration and visits between the camps. They were something in between a dune vehicle and a real car, yellow with slightly oversized tires, a metal roof, and glass windows. All in all, it never seemed like they were apart from humanity. Not at first.

One of the critical things built by the Sec Crew was the bridge. ECOP wanted to know more about the unique nature of the plateau, but didn’t want any crew there to be totally reliant on supply ships to move around. They built a bridge between the plateau and the grasslands, wide enough for a buggy. It was designed to be dismantled, eventually, since the uniqueness of the plateau was predicated on its physical separation from its surroundings, and ECOP did not want to jeopardize that in any long-term colonization. For the time being, though, it was an important lifeline.

Because the bridge was only meant to be in place a short time, and one of the Sec Crew, Basil, was working his last assignment—a short-timer—they joked that it would be appropriate to name the bridge after him, so at each end of it, they put up wooden signs just to the right of the bridge entry, with crude, hand-painted letters reading “Basil Bridge.”

The bridge was one of Alden’s favorite parts of life on Cappa Terse. He wasn’t supposed to go on it, because it was not made for pedestrian safety, but of course that did little to keep him away. He loved to look into the ravine and watch the stream that ran down the middle of it, even though much of the stream was overgrown with foliage and couldn’t be seen. The Sec Crew cleared away the dense brush where the bridge was being built, so the stream could be seen directly under it and for maybe thirty feet on either side. The stream was not deep and only ten feet across, but running water was fascinating in the way that only running water is.

The stream wasn’t the only water around. In fact, one of the oddities of the plateau was that water was readily available from a large spring deep in the forest, creating a pond that ran off in another stream through the back of the forest to a waterfall into the ravine. That was another wonderful place, but it was much, much farther from their camp building than the bridge was. There was a crude path cleared through the densest parts of the forest jungle along the creek from the pond to the waterfall, but it took all of a long day to get there and back on foot, and Alden never had nearly enough time to make that trip without his parents needing him. He tried it, of course, and he remembered that day very plainly. His mom and dad had never been that mad.

Water was important to their camp and to any consideration of humans living there in the future. The open area of rock at the southern end of the plateau was open because nothing could grow there, but closer to the edge of the forest, there was soil, and they had a garden to help with a few food supplies and to study how well things could grow.

Part of setting up the camp was creating a water line from the spring pond. They had a huge, solar-powered pump nearly as tall as Alden, feeding fresh water through a pipe for thousands of feet through the forest. There was a valve to divert water to irrigation ruts between the garden crop lines, and the main line continued to their camp building. There was already foliage growing in the soil—small, thick-leaved plants that had to be cleared away for the crops—meaning there was enough natural water for something to grow, but actual farming was different. They needed the irrigation system to guarantee the crops would make it through the year.

Alden appreciated the irrigation system, because the water came blasting out of a big, short tube that was chest-high for Alden, and after long weeks of sun, nothing was like standing in front of the blast. It would knock him over into the mud, then he would just wash the mud off in the heavy stream and start over.

The natural water came during a rainy season. Days on Cappa Terse were very close to a day on Earth—less than eighteen minutes longer—and the year on Cappa Terse was only about a month longer than a year on Earth. Since more of the year was very dry, ECOP and the Pri Crew agreed to chart the year with an extra month of twenty-six days between June and July. The man who discovered Cappa Terse was fond of his Italian heritage, so the month was named Arido, a word from Italian—and other languages, giving it broader recognition—for “arid.” Earlier in the year, around March and April, was the rain.

The rain was heavy, and with some scattered showers in the fall, it served to keep all the plant life going. The plant life was interesting.

The most prominent of the plants were the trees that made up most of the plateau forest. Alden couldn’t pronounce the scientific name assigned by the Pri Crew, but everyone referred to them as brushtops. They grew thirty to forty feet tall and about two feet in diameter, with no lower branches. All the leaves came from a crown that billowed with long, weeping vines drooping down more than half-way to the ground. On still days, they created an eerie canopy of sagging foliage, and on breezy days they rustled with sweeping patterns that seemed to show exactly how the air was moving. It was like you could see the wind. The rustling released a sweet, floral scent that filled the forest, especially as the breezes died down and the scent settled into the still air below.

The first few hundred acres of forest closest to the open rock were not as dense with lower vegetation as the deeper, back portions where the spring pond and stream were. Alden was free to roam the trees, and it was a marvelous playground.

The bark of the brushtops was a dark purple-grey, and it was thin. The trunks were soft and very fleshy, retaining as much water from the rainy season as they could store, but after they died or fell for whatever reason, the wood became quite hard. While moist, the wood was somewhat malleable; they had discovered that if a newly fallen tree had weight on it, such as a second tree falling on top, it was soft enough to flatten quite a bit before it hardened. As a potential crop, this would make it very easy to use, as it could be gently bent into any crude shape when it was harvested, then cured into a rigid form. There was a lot to learn about these trees before farming could be done, as they were one of the plants that only grew on the plateau, and they would not be allowed to be threatened. Once understood, though, they showed promise as a valuable potential resource.

Animal life on Cappa Terse was limited, especially on the plateau, where there were no crawling or walking animals at all. Only birds and some flying insects. The birds were primarily two types. There were blue birds about the size of a raven, and smaller ones whose heads were a deep red, with brown bodies. The insects were neither plentiful nor aggressive, though some appeared intimidating, like dragonflies. None of them bit or stung by nature, so cohabitation was stress-free. All the land animals were in the grassland and beyond, covering the rest of the planet. Some were not terribly friendly, but that was part of the charter of the larger camp, the Grass Camp. They were evaluating animal life, among other things. From the Plateau Camp, Alden and his parents were focused on plants.

There was lots of learning time for Alden. Some technologies were available for communicating with ECOP, including Leap-Distance Frequency radio, or LDF, which was how they coordinated necessary supplies for the monthly ship visits. They had video capabilities and back-up audio radios, and the video allowed Alden to connect with classes held at ECOP for the various thousands of off-world families. That was only a couple of times a week, though, and the bulk of Alden’s studies came through old-fashioned books and projects and accompanying his mom or dad through whatever they were doing.

Studying with Mom was usually indoor stuff: book learning, scheduled lessons, and Alden’s favorite indoor activity, lab analysis of the plants. Alden was fascinated by seeing the stuff of the real universe, looking through microscopes and dabbing with chemicals and such. Dad did his share of that with them, but Dad did more of the outdoor things—the gardening and the trips into the forest—and Alden loved the outdoor learning. With an atmosphere so similar to Earth’s, the daytime sky was a familiar blue, though a tiny bit deeper. They weren’t outside after dark much, but that was interesting learning, also, as Cappa Terse had two moons, in a similar plane of orbit, but in opposite directions. Like Earth, the lunar cycles appeared with a sliver of new moon on to one that was bright and full. Many nights, only one was visible in the early dusk, but sometimes both. About every eight months, both were full at the same time, and that was too spectacular to miss. Day or night, Alden’s time outdoors was very special to him. That was a good thing, for a variety of reasons.

When it was play time, there was no finer place for Alden than his rock cave. Their camp building was situated on the bare rock, roughly a thousand feet from the bridge and ravine to the west, and perhaps five hundred feet from the garden and the thin edge of the forest to the north. Farther east from the building, another fifty yards away from the bridge, was a circular hole in the open rock.

The hole was only about four feet across, and below it was a small cavern, as big as a one-car garage. At the far end, it reduced to a hole too small to crawl into, that must have continued out to either the ravine or a larger underground cavern, because rainwater drained out instead of pooling. Once they had determined nothing was living in it, they dropped a wooden ladder and it became Alden’s realm. He had a lamp, a couple of logs, a notebook, a water jug—essential play cave stuff. The wonders of countless galaxies were discovered, conquered, or explored in that small cavern.

Alden’s world of learning, playing, and dreaming beyond all possibilities was boundless, yet far too small to encompass what reality could include.

 



 


Chapter 2

Alden’s eleventh birthday had been a marvelous day. It was late May, the rains had been gone for weeks, and he was enjoying his time both indoors and out. He was in his typical khaki shorts, tennis shoes, and oversized, green T-shirt with an image of one of his favorite game characters, Thalok, a fictitious warrior. The supply ship was there three days earlier, and the pilot gave Alden a new plant for the garden. He waited until his birthday morning to plant it, which was done with some appropriate ceremony.

Seven members of the Pri Crew from the Grass Camp came over to celebrate with him. Their birthday gift was simple, but effective: photographs of a number of the animals they had been able to track down in the grassland, and all the way to the edges of the far bush territory.

There were birds, but Alden saw birds on the plateau. He was more interested in the crawlers. He saw lizards and rodents, and some of the dangerous animals, like some crabby-looking things with poisonous pincers. They’d also found a couple of the larger species, such as a hairless, hunting cat that wasn’t as big as a lion or tiger but looked freakishly evil; and a huge, thick, hooved animal resembling a rhinoceros, but without the horn, and sporting a huge, bony collar around its neck. It was a blurry photo, and at a good distance, but it proved they were out there. Alden had read about some of those animals already, but he loved seeing the pictures from the Grass Camp safari trips.

Along with the pictures were many, many stories. Twelve-year-old Randy showed Alden the two small, round scars on his foot where one of the crabs pinched him. He got a very high fever and was sick for two weeks. They saw an enormous bird—much larger than anything nesting on the plateau—swoop down and pick up one of the cats. Every photo had a tale to tell. It was a life of long, tedious days, but it was also one of wonder.

At mid-afternoon, the Grass Camp crew left, and Dad had to go with them to drive one of the buggies back. There were no studies that day, being Alden’s birthday, and he went out to his play cave until Dad came home for dinner.

After an hour, Alden went to the house so his mom knew where he was. That was the arrangement, as a result of one or two ill-advised extended hikes into the deep forest. There was more business waiting in the cave—important play stuff—and he hurried back. At the end of a second hour, the sun was just getting low enough that Alden needed more light to see things. As he sat on a log and picked up his lantern, he heard a familiar sound. It was the tires of a buggy coming over the bridge. Dad was home!

There was another sound, too, that was almost familiar, but not quite. It was like the noise the supply ship made. But the supply ship was just there three days earlier. As he stood and put his lantern down, the sound was coming closer.

Then, two blasting, rollicking explosions pounded Alden’s ears. He fell over in the cave, from the sheer surprise. A wave of red light passed over him, and the ship sound got louder, then quickly faded away.

Alden was breathing very quickly and his hands were shaking as he scrambled as fast as he could up the ladder and out of the cave.

The sight before him was utterly unbelievable. He nearly fell back into the hole, but was struck by the urge to run. The camp building was obliterated. The walls were rubble, and smoke and tall fires rose from the destroyed remains. Even out by his cave, the ground was strewn here and there with scattered items from home, blown in all directions.

“Mom!” screamed Alden at the top of his lungs, amid short breaths and panicked footsteps.

“MOM!”

He sprinted up to the building, or as close to it as he could get.

“MOM!”

There were snaps and hisses and faint clangs from within the roaring flames, but nothing was the voice of his mother. He ran around to another side of the crumbled walls, peering into the inferno. This time his voice cracked.

“Mom?”

He paused and coughed from the smoke. Nothing in the building was moving.

His dad should be there. Yes—he knew he heard the tires on the bridge.

“DAD!” he yelled as he bolted off toward the bridge. He didn’t see the buggy anywhere, and it was only a few steps before he could see smoke billowing up from the ravine. He ran, and called for his father the entire distance. He couldn’t allow himself to acknowledge thoughts about what might have happened. Only about running as fast as he could.

When he got to the bridge, it was gone. Only a small chunk of it remained on his side, and across the ravine, it was blown away to the bare rock. He stood at the edge and looked down.

“Dad!” he called. The ravine was some thirty feet deep, and at the bottom, lying in the thick brush, was a mass of twisted, smoldering metal.

Alden remembered that there was a metal ladder at their end, right next to the rock face. The Sec Crew used it during construction, and left it there in case the Pri Crew ever needed to get into the ravine. It was still in place. Ignoring whether or not it was firm or safe, Alden quickly began climbing down.

On the way down the ladder, Alden began to have a concept of what might be happening. He dismissed it immediately. That could not be true.

He reached the bottom, and hurried over to the edge of the brush. The buggy landed a short distance into the thicket, and Alden couldn’t see very well.

“Dad!” he called again. No answer.

He pulled at some of the branches in a frenzy. They were very thick, and rough. He pulled harder. Harder, bending and twisting. He got one to break. There were dozens. He decided to climb through. The branches were dense, but not like a canopy he could just climb across. He found a place for his foot. Then another, holding higher branches. His foot slipped, and he fell between the bushes, scraping his leg. He pulled himself up. He held tighter as he placed his foot again. He found another foothold. He slipped again. He struggled and pulled some more and finally got close enough to lunge forward with his body prone and resting on branches, and he could see inside the buggy.

Alden was stunned in a way he could not have fathomed. He closed his eyes immediately, but would never be able to not see it. His father was not going to answer him.

Alden stayed suspended in the thick branches of the brush for many minutes. This could not be true. Could not be. Could not be.

* * *

Alden opened his eyes to the early glow of morning. He was a little shocked to feel like his nightmare was still happening in his mind, and his body twitched from the startling realization that he was outdoors. With that movement, he slipped a little down into the brush where he was suspended in the web of foliage. His next thought was that he was in deep trouble. He had done something, fallen asleep, and spent the entire night outdoors, and there was going to be serious punishment.

Then it all came flooding back.

Almost, anyway. His mind seemed to slam the doors on the flood, as if he could see the flood coming and knew what was in it, and closed a huge door that kept it out. Even so, he knew without thinking that he wanted to get away from the mangled buggy next to him without looking inside.

He moved his body a little and settled a bit farther down into the brush. Something scraped his arm, and it stung a little more than it should. He looked down and saw three small welts on his left forearm. Bites. Must have happened while he was sleeping. He’d learned enough to know that flying bugs don’t often bite more than once, and if they did they wouldn’t bite in a line. There were crawling things in the brush of the ravine.

Alden surmised that casual movement was probably bad. He was going to need to muster up determination and energy something similar to what he’d spent getting into his position in order to get out of it. He took a breath and began grabbing and pulling and finding places for his feet to push. He slipped a couple more times, but eventually tumbled out of the thick brush and into the cleared area.

This was the first he had noticed that the bridge frame was laying all around the ravine in metal pretzels. For the moment, he ignored that. Another instinct hit him out of the blue.

“Dad! Mom!”

He instantly realized Mom could be OK. She could have crawled out of the burning wreckage of their house while he was in the ravine. He raced to the ladder and scrambled back up.

Even though the bridge was missing and he couldn’t help but be aware of that all the way up the ladder, Alden turned when he got to the top and looked out over the empty ravine. The same wave of terror came over him as it had when he arrived at that scene from the end of a dead sprint. He couldn’t think about that again.

Alden turned and ran straight toward the rubble of the camp building. The stillness of the morning belied the fresh panic in Alden as he called out for Mom. She would come running out to him, and this would be fine. A few hundred feet away from the crumbling foundation, he froze in his tracks. A thought occurred to him. He might actually find his mother. If that was going to be anything like finding Dad, he couldn’t allow that to happen.

At that moment, his entire demeanor transformed.

Keeping a safe distance of about a hundred feet, Alden walked calmly around the building and continued on to the entrance of his cave. He climbed down in, sat on a log, picked up his notebook and pen, and began drawing. He often drew sketches; they were crude, but they were his. They were both the inspiration for and product of his imagination. This time, all he drew were jagged, pointed lines, in a heavy hand. On calm days like this, he could hear Mom calling from home, and he was sure she’d be after him any minute. Breakfast was the most important meal of the day, and he shouldn’t be in his cave that early. He was surely in trouble now. Alden wanted very much to be in trouble with his parents.

There was no way to make sense of the confluence of knowledge and denial that swirled in Alden’s mind, and he shut it all out. After a few minutes, though, it occurred to him that his friends from the Grass Camp would be checking on him. They must have heard the explosions. He wouldn’t want to miss them.

He climbed back out of the cave, walked all the way back near the entrance to the bridge, and sat on a rock. The ground there was a gently flowing terrain of small layers and levels of bare, light-brown rock, but there were also plenty of loose, flat rocks sitting on the ground, and Alden chose one as a bench.

He sat and stared across the ravine.

Any minute now, the Grass Camp folks would pull up over there and things would be OK.

All he had to do was wait.

Any minute now.

He sure was hungry and thirsty.

It didn’t really take very long for Alden to realize how foolish this was. He’d known it the whole time, of course. He’d known better than to be genuinely optimistic, but before that moment was unwilling to choose a time to recognize it. Now was that time. This was the time he began to cry.

Once it started, it took over. He cried hard, sitting on the rock, and screamed with all his might. He crumpled down off the rock onto his hands and knees, crying. His fingers clenched into fists and he cried and pounded the ground. He took deep breaths and cried them out until his lungs were completely empty and no noise came out. He rolled around, he screamed, he convulsed, and cried some more. He got up and ran, and stopped to throw his arms out and yell. There was nothing his body could do to express the pain. It was overwhelming, in the truest, deepest, sharpest sense possible.

He ran to the ravine to throw himself in, then stopped at the edge for no reason. There wasn’t a single reason not to jump, but he didn’t. Maybe he wasn’t ready to die. Maybe he just wasn’t finished crying, and when he was, he’d be ready to die. Maybe he was afraid he wouldn’t die—he would just fall to a crippling injury, lying there unable to move forever until he starved to death. There was no reason; he just didn’t do it.

Instead, he dropped to his knees and began crying more heavily. Nothing was right. Absolutely nothing. Nothing in his life was right, and even dying wasn’t right. There was no escape, nowhere to turn away from things that were intensely not right. He sobbed and sobbed right there at the edge of the ravine until he was completely breathless, and he stopped. He still wanted to cry; everything was just as horrific as it had been a few seconds earlier, but just as he had stopped from jumping into the ravine, he simply stopped crying, and couldn’t comprehend it.

Then, in a moment he would never be able to explain, Alden decided not to die that day. For no reason. There was no reason to do anything at all. He just made up his mind not to die that day.

Alden stood, turned, and walked toward the rubble of his house. About half-way there, he began to notice there were odds and ends from their home scattered about. He’d walked through them several times already, and saw them, but hadn’t noticed. A lot of it was charred chunks of walls and shards of glass and the like. A little closer to the building, he saw a hammer. He picked it up and thought he should probably keep it, then realized he had nowhere to put it, and dropped it again.

When he got closer, he moved around it at his safe distance, to get to the back, where he could see there were several large things lying on the ground. It looked like all the kitchen appliances and such were blasted straight out the back of the house. They were quite a ways from the foundation now.

The refrigerator was on its back, the exterior surfaces warped and deformed from heat. Alden was in a strangely detached frame of mind. It seemed as almost a given that this would be the condition the appliances were in, and he thought nothing of it. It was the refrigerator, and it had stuff in it he ate and drank. Plain and simple.

Alden went up to it and tried to tug up on the door, but couldn’t budge it. The rubber seal had melted and fused the door closed, and the hinges were out of alignment. He climbed up to stand on the freezer portion and yank up from there, and finally the seal ripped apart and the door creaked open. It was a mess. This was of no consequence to Alden. Of course it was a mess. The thing had probably rolled over four or five times on its way here. Some things had broken, and there was cherry pie everywhere, but the explosion had happened so quickly that it was all still chilly inside.

What Alden wanted most was still there for him: fourteen unruptured plastic bottles of water. The water supply from the spring pond was fresh and drinkable, but they kept plenty of bottled water around as well, and Alden wanted an easy container. He sat down on the freezer door with his legs inside the refrigerator compartment, grabbed a bottle, wiped some stuff off it with his shirt, then opened it and took several huge gulps. He found a couple globs of pie that weren’t too mangled to get a hold of, and quickly gobbled those down. Cherry pie was his favorite. Peach and apple were both really good, but cherry had a tartness he liked best. At the moment, his point of view was such that he was just happy to be eating cherry pie, not sad that much of it was splattered and beyond retrieving, or annoyed by acknowledging that his life was utterly destroyed and that everyone and everything he knew or loved was completely obliterated. In this instant, the taste of cherry pie gave him an excuse to ignore everything else.

Alden wasn’t really thinking much about anything beyond what was right in front of him. See pie, eat pie. Here is water. Drink water. He had no thoughts for the scope of his situation. That was all too much. As long as he wasn’t dead, he was accomplishing his goal for that day. That was the only real decision he had made. Don’t die.

He grabbed a couple of bottles of water, managed to shove the door closed again, and ambled off toward his cave. His cave was the only place that was the same. As he walked, he started to consider his circumstance like a game. He’d already found the precious water he needed. There would be other things to find, things to keep him alive that day. The cave would help. The cave would be a good place to make a plan for how to play this game and get home again.

If only he knew what home was going to be.

 



 


Chapter 3

Alden’s cave was not the same. It hadn’t been damaged in any way; it just wasn’t the same. He sat and thought, but he was unable to let his mind go anywhere. The game plan idea was not forming in any way. Even his imagination had nowhere to go. Just a short time ago, even the last time he was in his cave, he was unable to consider his situation, and now he was unable to consider anything else.

Strangely, though, he couldn’t actually organize any thoughts into things like what he should do. That was more cohesive than he could muster. It was as if he thought he should think about what to do, but didn’t know how. He was lost in an inescapable storm of images in his mind.

A couple of times, his thoughts reached a point where it suddenly seemed too outrageous to be true. Why was he thinking about this? It couldn’t have actually happened. He climbed the cave ladder far enough to stick his head out the hole and see the devastation, then climb back down and start thinking again.

This went on for two hours, until he broke down again under the weight of how unfair this was, and had another crying spell. Deep, heavy, violent crying, and again it left him spent.

When it was finished, he had a moment of realization. It was basic, but essential. Step One. Nothing was going to change unless he did something. Part of him had been denying this so far, clinging to a desperate hope that something outside of him would change to simply save him. He would wake up, or Mom and Dad would just come walking around and tell him this was all a crazy mistake, or someone else would show up and take him away to a safe, comfortable place.

He remembered the moment when he decided not to die today, the moment by the edge of the ravine. That moment was similar in some ways to this one, but beneath that other one was still denial in the sense that, even if he was not going to die, he was not necessarily responsible for everything it would take to stay alive. This time, there was a clear acceptance of the responsibility to take care of himself. In that acceptance was the simultaneous acknowledgement that his parents were gone. If something happened that showed him this was all just a horrible illusion—something like waking up—he would gladly accept that. Until then, this was reality. He would never see his parents again, would likely never see anyone from the Grass Camp again, and would need to survive solely by his own actions until the next supply ship visit, twenty-seven days away.
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