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SECRET OF THE COLTAO

 


I was forced to sit through the lecture
again, and I hated it as much as I’d hated it every other orbit.
The same thing happens every time our planet slows in its highly
elliptical orbit as it approaches aphelion; the adults force us to
listen to them warning us about the dangers of visiting the Coltao.
Of course, they don’t know what the dangers are, but that doesn’t
matter. The dangers are still there.

It’s been the same thing for each of the last
ten orbits, or sixteen Earth years. . .

“When the colony ships crashed here
more than thirty orbits ago, the Coltao made it clear that they
would help us settle down, but they forbid us to visit them in the
winter. . .”

From there, the lecturers droned on about our
town, Glistenheath, being far enough away from the Coltao’s closest
city that it would be crazy to walk in the sub-zero temperatures.
They also talked about the dangerous winter animals that were
native to Nerthus, especially the fenris, but by then I was usually
only half-listening. This time was no different.

“My brain’s numb,” my best friend Dag
said as we were leaving the lecture hall.

“Tell me about it.” I was only
half-listening to him. I was mostly paying attention to the young
blonde walking in front of me. I’d seen her before, but I wasn’t
sure of her name.

“Finn,” Dag was saying. “Nerthus to
Finn.”

I smiled. Dag had caught me staring at parts
of the girl’s anatomy I had no business staring at.

“Forget about her,” he said. “She’s as
cold as a Nerthusian glacier.”

I was hurt by the statement. I thought about
arguing with him, but decided against it. He was probably right.
Dag was only half an orbit older than me, but he seemed to have an
understanding of people that went far beyond his years. I hit him
in the arm and laughed.

He rubbed the arm with his big meaty hand in
mock pain. His deep blue eyes stared at me with an intensity I’d
never seen before. “Did you hear what I asked you earlier?”
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