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  Alien Genes 1: Daughter of Atuk




  Cathy doesn’t know she carries alien genes and the power to have ultimate control over the destiny of a race quite different from the one she knows. She’s drawn into a terrifying and mysterious world where nothing is as it seems to be—least of all Cathy, the daughter of Atuk.




  ~~To my husband, Christopher, and our daughter, Catherine, who never fail to support me, and to all the fans who enjoy reading my books.~~




  Chapter 1




  Ornus, present day




  The volcanic structure was filled with silence, interrupted only by the intermittent hiss of steam escaping from the vents outside. Her bared knees rested on the extravagantly woven pillows and her long braided hair tumbled down onto her ruby dress. She seemed to be in a trance, with her eyes closed and her hands resting on a round orb with gold inlay.




  Not far from her side, huddled in the corner, was a young man. He sat quietly, his dark eyes never leaving her face. It was as if he were waiting for something to happen. His own face was tattooed with crimson swirls and his long black hair was kept in place by a decorative golden comb.




  Suddenly the woman leaned back, removed her hands from the orb, and opened her eyes. It took a few moments before their burning redness returned to a black color.




  Then her eyes searched the room until they met his.




  “It is time,” she said.




  He nodded as if he understood her perfectly. “What shall I tell them?”




  “She has found the One.”




  He got up, flicking his crimson cape back over his muscular shoulder, and paused.




  “They will want to know—will she succeed?”




  The woman had stood up, covering the orb with a gold-trimmed cloth. She didn’t respond immediately.




  “That I cannot—will not—tell them. It is not for them to know,” she said softly.




  He nodded. “I shall convey that to them.”




  Then he left the structure, moving the material-like drape aside and bending vaguely as he moved through the exit.




  His black leather-bound sandals trod carefully along the path across the thermal vents, avoiding the sporadic venting of steam as if he knew exactly where and when it would happen.




  The sunlight reflected off the grey volcanic rock and the smell of sulphur hung heavy in the air. It was a humid day and a mild sweat ran down his temples.




  A group of people were waiting restlessly at the edge of the thermal area. Their figures dotted the rocky landscape irregularly, like white giant flowers. They seemed oddly out of place.




  Their faces lit up when they saw the young man approaching them.




  An elderly man stepped forward, urgency seething in his eyes. “Does the Seer have news?”




  The young man’s face was expressionless. “Yes.”




  When he didn’t elaborate, the elderly man could scarcely contain his impatience. “Well?”




  A group member took him by the arm, scowling. “Now, now, Haydn, be patient. We have waited for a long time. We can wait a few minutes longer.”




  Her compatriot backed off, seemingly embarrassed.




  “Yes, you are right as always, Etna. We can wait for him to give us the news.” He nodded encouragingly at the young man. “Well? What did she say?”




  The young man’s gaze darted from the one to the other before he slowly answered. “The Seer has asked me to tell you that she has found the One.”




  The band of people stirred, and their eyes turned towards the young man, waiting for him to provide details.




  When he didn’t, the one called Haydn frowned testily. “And? Will she succeed this time?”




  The young man remained unmoved. “That the Seer cannot tell you.”




  “What!” This time the woman stepped forward, fussing. “How can she not tell us? We need to know!”




  The young man hesitated, seemingly uncomfortable as the group clustered around him.




  But before he could reply, a calm voice came from behind him.




  “No! You do not.”




  The woman in the ruby dress crossed the footpath, lithe as a cat. The gold adornments gently jingled with every step she took.




  Her voice was a gentle reprimand. “Etna, you of all people should know that it is not meant for us to know the future.”




  The elderly woman cast her gaze downward ruefully and said, “Yes—but we have waited so long.”




  “And you can wait a little longer. Is that not what you have just said to Haydn?” The woman in the ruby dress smiled. “I know what you are thinking, Etna. You want to undo the past, but you cannot. What is done is done.”




  “But we’ve done such terrible things—”




  “You have to let it go, Etna.”




  “But you are the Seer! Surely you—” Haydn urged, but he was stopped mid-sentence when the Seer’s eyes unexpectedly turned red.




  The group backed away, perturbed.




  When she spoke again, her tone bore a warning. “Yes, but that is my burden to carry, and mine alone.”




  It was clear that the Seer had said all she was going to say and even though her answer had evidently not satisfied them, reluctantly the group turned away. Within a few minutes they’d all dispersed into the surrounding rock-strewn rise.




  The young man’s dark eyes remained focused on them as they left.




  “They do not understand,” he said.




  “No, they do not.”




  He gave the woman they called the Seer a sidelong glance as they walked back to her dwelling.




  His voice was raised in anger when he spoke again. “How can they not? They have lived among us for so long!”




  There was a faint smile around her lips. “Do not waste your anger on them. They will not learn. It is not their nature.”




  He turned towards her. “Why do you tolerate them, Aisha?”




  “Because it is my nature,” she said quietly as she moved aside the heavy drapes leading to her shelter.




  The young man followed her inside, his dark eyes ablaze with emotion.




  “But they betrayed you!”




  “Yes, they did.” Her voice was barren, emptied of all emotion. She showed neither anger nor hatred but a simple acceptance of fact. “Now—leave me.”




  He opened his mouth as if he were about to argue, then bowed deeply, pulled aside the drapes and fleetingly looked at her one last time before leaving.




  She watched him go—her dark eyes filled with a moment of deep sadness before she settled serenely on the pillows for meditation.




  * * * *




  Krinis, present day




  




  “There—we’ll stop there for the night.”




  Dusk had fallen, and like all Algidans, Eqin didn’t like traveling when the sun was down.




  It was just as well because Cathy was feeling extraordinarily tired after having traveled for the better part of the day. She wiped a string of blond hair out of her eyes, and sighed, recalling their rather hasty departure from the Sanctuary.




  She’d been in deep sleep when she was awakened tersely by a Caretaker who ushered her to Atuk’s Hall where the others had already been waiting, standing at a deferential distance from the ancient woman.




  When she’d entered the Hall, Atuk had motioned her closer, scrutinizing her face before curtly ordering: “You will go to Infitalis and convince their Council to join us in our struggle.”




  The order had come out of the blue, and Cathy smiled faintly as she remembered her reaction. The instruction had made no sense to her—it still didn’t.




  “Why?” she’d asked before she could stop herself. Anya’s firm poke in the ribs had come too late.




  She’d heard about Infitalis from the Caretakers at the Sanctuary. Misfits and criminals had made it their home, she was told. No one ever traveled there.




  Hidden in the treacherous Northern Mountains, it was a city to which the Algidans had sent all those Krineans that weren’t ‘pure of blood’ after they’d passed the draconian law to prevent the dilution of their race. Since then the city had remained isolated, and many stories were told about the mayhem existing there. It was a mysterious, dangerous place.




  After Cathy’s question had slipped out, Atuk had spun around, her dark eyes blazing.




  “Are you questioning my orders, a’Atuk?” she hissed, and then, “—again?”




  Common sense should’ve told Cathy to back off—the memories of having been thrown out in the blizzard had been fresh in her mind—but it was against her nature to blindly follow orders. Especially if they seemed ill-advised.




  Unfortunately, Atuk’s nature was not to be questioned, even if her plans were misguided. Contradicting her wasn’t the most prudent approach.




  Cathy looked across the windswept plains, recalling how she’d tried to talk herself out of the error of judgment. She hated to admit it, but the ancient woman’s ire frightened her.




  “No. I was merely...I just...don’t understand...” her voice had faltered as Atuk stepped closer, closer, locking her gaze into Cathy’s.




  Her words reverberated through the structure. “You do not need to understand. You need only do as I command.”




  There’d been resolve in the ancient woman’s eyes, and Cathy had a clear sense that invoking her anger would’ve mostly certainly gotten her and her friends into trouble again.




  When Cathy didn’t immediately react, Atuk commanded again: “Is that clear?”




  Standing in the structure, facing the ancient woman, Cathy had felt forced to agree, and she finally managed to mutter reluctantly: “Crystal clear.”




  Satisfied that they’d all agreed, Atuk had motioned them out of her hall.




  “You may go.”




  Cathy sighed again and wiped the stubborn strand of hair out of her face for the umpteenth time. It just didn’t make sense. Why has Atuk sent us to Infitalis? Surely she doesn’t really need allies among criminals and misfits? And why so sudden? Couldn’t she have given us some sort of warning?




  Her eyes scanned the darkening horizon. They’d left at noon, having plotted their journey beforehand in what she referred to as ‘The Meeting Room’—a spartan room in the Sanctuary, just large enough for the leaders of the Resistance to meet. It had a huge round table surrounded by round, low-back chairs, and a massive holographic display system in the middle. There were no windows and no visible door—like the other doors, it only became visible when someone was about to enter.




  They’d stood around the table contemplating their route to Infitalis, knowing that whichever one they chose, their journey would be arduous. Their path took them across the Flatlands and through the Swamps of Animus before they had to cross the mountains where the volucris lived.




  Still, she’d hoped their journey would be quicker, and that they’d make it through the swamps before sunset. It was clear that she’d been wrong. Having left so late had forced them to find a stopover for the night.




  “There it is.”




  Cathy’s gaze followed Eqin’s pointing finger, and she stupidly hoped he was referring to Infitalis—but he wasn’t. He was pointing at the faint lights of a deserted stopover, illuminated against the sky growing dimmer by the moment.




  Her heart sank. She didn’t enjoy staying in stopovers as it was, and this one seemed particularly unwelcoming.




  Once used by traveling Algidans, many stopovers had fallen into disuse over the years. Although still functional, they tended to be dusty and neglected. Those that were still used were often frequented by lowlifes.




  But there was little choice. Even if they’d wanted to, they couldn’t continue on their journey. Once daylight had faded, their sphere would lose velocity and would eventually come to a complete halt—probably somewhere in the middle of nowhere.




  She felt a prickle on her skin. The Algidan army was approaching them, hunting them like prey.




  “I wish we could carry on,” she expressed her thoughts out loudly even though she knew Eqin could read them if he’d wanted to. “They’re catching up with us.”




  “Yes, I feel it too.”




  “They must really want us badly,” she observed dryly.




  Eqin smiled, self-deprecating, the stare from his piercing green eyes momentarily locking into her blue ones before focusing on the controls again.




  “After damaging the Piros, attacking one of their Council members and setting me free? Yes, I’d think so.”




  He was right. They’d caused significant damage to the Algidan’s government building, the Piros, but it wasn’t as if they’d planned it all. She’d no choice but to defend herself when Hasan attacked her. And Eqin—she couldn’t have let him die, could she?




  Unfortunately, the Algidan Council didn’t see it in the same light. Her actions and those of her companions had made them the Algidans’ prime enemy. And then there was the small matter of leading a Resistance movement...




  The smile left her eyes.




  The Resistance.




  She wasn’t sure how she’d become part of it all. Suddenly, she was heralded as one of the leaders of a group of people determined to restore the rightful rule on Krinis to the descendants of the Antediluvians. She wasn’t even sure she agreed with it, but what choice did she have? She was far away from home, and she was no longer who she thought she was.




  The feeling of apprehension intensified as they approached the Stopover. She had a sense that they weren’t alone; that something was lurking out there, and it was neither Algidan nor Antediluvian.




  “Cathy? What is it?” Eqin queried. He must have noticed the change in her demeanor.




  She didn’t answer; her mind was reaching out into the dimming daylight, searching for whatever was lying in wait. A shiver ran down her spine. It was unlike anything she’d sensed before, and suddenly the notion of staying at the stopover seemed like an even worse idea than she’d first thought.




  “Cathy?” Eqin prodded again.




  “I don’t know. It’s probably nothing,” she said distractedly, trying to sound composed even though she knew she couldn’t fool him.




  He inspected her face, evidently waiting for her to elaborate. When she didn’t, he turned back to the holographic control panel, allowing their vessel to hover momentarily above the docking bay.




  “We should be safe here—at least for the night,” he said as if trying to reassure her.




  The sensors are wrong, she wanted to say. But she didn’t. It would make no difference. They had to dock. There was nowhere else to go.




  Once the light sphere had docked, she followed Eqin out into the weakly lit bay towards the doors. She looked around, unexpectedly anxious.




  Dust lay thickly on the floor and cobwebs covered the corners. It was clear that no one had been in or out of the stopover for a very long time, and yet...she couldn’t get rid of the feeling that they weren’t alone.




  She clasped her blue cape firmly, folding it tighter around her body as if to chase away the nerves. She eyed the trail their footsteps had left in the thick dust, leading to the suspended sphere. Why couldn’t the Algidans have designed something that wouldn’t run out of energy as the sun set? Such an advanced race, and yet so superstitious. Just because they didn’t travel at night, they refused to devise anything that would help them to do so. It was very short-sighted. If there’d been some form of night travel available, they wouldn’t have had to stop in this creepy place.




  “Cathy? Are you coming?” Eqin’s voice echoed through the vacant structure, and she followed grudgingly, her black leather boots barely making a sound on the dirty grey tiles.




  When she caught up with him, she slowed down. The tomblike silence bothered her.




  “This place is so...” her voice trailed off as she struggled to find the right words to convey how she felt about the rundown stopover.




  But there was no need. One glance at Eqin’s face told her that he understood exactly what she meant.




  He placed his hand on the small of her back, gently ushering her along. “We’d better go inside. The other two should be here soon,” he said.




  She wondered briefly how they’d feel, having to stay in this ramshackle stopover.




  “It’s unlikely the army will search for us here,” he mused as if trying to talk himself into using the place.




  She looked at him sharply. It was true that no respectable Algidan would ever have visited such a place. But how long before they wised up and realized that convention didn’t apply to the Resistance?




  The moment they stepped through the door that had become visible, she picked up a musty, dead smell in the air. It reminded her of an abattoir back on Earth, and she swallowed hard. Even in the faint light she could see the scorch marks on the walls and floor, and in her mind she could hear the shouting and screaming. Lingering remnants of a battle long past.




  She took hold of Eqin’s arm. “I don’t like this place, Eqin,” she whispered, her stare fixed apprehensively on the darkness before them. “We shouldn’t be here.”




  He glanced at her, clearly surprised by her unexpected alarm. “It’s perfectly safe,” he said reassuringly. “There really is no one here.”




  She shook her head, refusing to move away from the doors leading away from the docking bay.




  “You’re wrong. There’s death everywhere,” she said in a low voice. “I can feel it.” She paused, glancing anxiously down the other side of the empty, dark corridor. “I can still hear it.”




  Eqin was quiet for a moment as if contemplating what to do next. Then he inspected the scorch marks on the walls.




  “These are very old, Cathy. There’s no one here. The sensors didn’t pick anything up.” Their gazes met. “Besides, we have nowhere to go,” he said softly.




  He was right. They had no choice but to face whatever was waiting for them.




  He placed his hand on hers, which was still clamped around his arm.




  Suddenly the sight of a terrified man reaching out towards her leapt into her view and she recoiled as she watched the man’s face contort with terror. He opened his mouth to scream but not a sound came out. A dark shadow fell over him, and she watched as he froze in fear. Then the image was gone.




  “Eqin, there’s something out there. I can sense it,” she warned. “It’s watching us.”




  She could feel its presence more clearly now, and an unexpected coldness swept through her soul. Whatever it was, it was approaching them; stalking them while the coldness continued to grow within her. It was growing until it felt like a glacial wind sweeping through her soul, pushing aside all the tenderness, kindness and affection she had for the world and replacing them with violence, cruelty and hate. It was cold and unforgiving—and yet there was something oddly alluring about it—it had no definite shape; no form even though she could feel its essence touch her own.




  Her nails cut into Eqin’s flesh as fear of losing herself overwhelmed her, and her voice rose slightly when she spoke, “It’s coming.”




  Suddenly a voice boomed from the dark end of the corridor. “Hey! You!”




  Simultaneously, they turned towards a ghostly shape etched against the low light.




  “Who are you?” it barked.




  Fleetingly caught off-guard, Cathy stared at the figure. It didn’t have the shape that she’d sensed a few seconds before, but it imbued the same evil she’d detected lurking in the shadows.




  Confused, she backed up to the exit.




  Eqin held up his hands as if trying to pacify the figure. “We’re travelers, looking for accommodation,” he said in a calming voice.




  Cathy stared at him, unexpectedly filled with dread. What’s he doing? Is he out of his mind? Can’t he sense the evil from within?




  The shape postured as if it were scrutinizing them. “You are Algidan.” It spat out the word as if it were a bug that would cause disease. “We don’t serve the likes of you here. Get out.”




  “Very well, we’ll leave. We don’t want trouble,” Eqin answered peacefully.




  Cathy took another step closer to the door, not taking her gaze off the creature for even a second. “Let’s go,” she whispered.




  But in the twinkling of an eye the figure’s tone and demeanor had changed. It was as if it sensed it was about to lose its prey. She could feel it staring at her, luring her closer...




  A pitch-dark coldness suffused her soul, and she felt the warmth leaving her, being replaced by an indescribable hate and anger towards herself, Eqin, and the world. She knew it wasn’t right, but she couldn’t help herself. It was as if she were under some sort of spell.




  She felt Eqin take a step closer to the door, then he was pushing against it as if he expected it to appear. But it didn’t.




  It won’t open, he stated the obvious. We’ll have to find another way out.




  She shook her head in an attempt to free her mind from its dark grip, but she couldn’t stop staring at the creature approaching them at a steady pace.




  Eqin pulled her away from the door towards the opposite side of the corridor, but it was pointless. The figure was moving steadily towards them, and now blocked the last possible exit. There was nowhere to go.




  They were trapped.




  The glacial voice was now in her mind. Why are you refusing me?




  She was momentarily stupefied. Refuse it? What does he mean? If anything, she felt herself drowning in defeat, the darkness flooding every part of her soul.




  It moved closer and closer as if it were an automaton, and as the figure moved out of the deep shadows, she suddenly realized of what it had reminded her—a zombie.




  As it approached them, it dawned on her what the creature wanted—a new body. This one evidently had gone beyond its sell-by-date.




  Eqin sent a message. Follow me. There should be another exit just a few feet down the corridor.




  He dragged her across the corridor, away from the creature now pursuing them with increased vigor. Then suddenly all hell broke lose. Shouts and screams emanated from the darkness. Shapes scuttled around them, and they instinctively ducked for cover, crouching against the wall as shots were fired.




  “What the hell’s going on?” Eqin yelled in the midst of the chaos. “Where did they come from?”




  “I don’t know!”




  The darkness in her mind was momentarily gone as she covered her head with her arms, catching sight of the figure now standing motionless in the middle of the corridor, seemingly unaffected by the ruckus.




  “Who are they?” Eqin yelled again as a shot exploded just above his head. He’d taken out his own energy weapon, and was shielding her partially with his own body.




  Cathy reached out with her mind, searching the corridor. She couldn’t sense any living being—not in the way to which she was used. There were no apparent thoughts; no emotion—just a feeling of emptiness...a deep, dark emptiness. Is it all in our heads?




  Then she heard someone shout, “Algidan!” and she knew instinctively they were targeting Eqin. The rage she’d felt earlier suddenly surfaced.




  “No!” she yelled and lifted her hands. As her energy blast shot across the corridor, a sudden hush fell. With every muscle tensed, she waiting for a reaction, barely able to see in the darkness.




  When nothing happened, she looked around cautiously, and her gaze locked into Eqin’s. He shrugged as if not understanding it either; his hand was clutched around his energy weapon.




  Cathy turned towards the figure, which was still towering against the dimmed light behind it.




  “Who are you?” she demanded from him.




  Instead of an answer she felt its coldness reach out to her, whispering voicelessly in her ear. There was so much malice, so much evil, that it threatened to smother her.




  You rejected me, it said to her mind. But you will be mine. You all have a price.




  “What do you want from me?” she asked. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Eqin jerk his head towards her, his concern almost palpable. She knew why—he couldn’t hear the voice like she did.




  The figure advanced unhurriedly. Its glacial voice was in her head. You know what I want.




  “No, I don’t,” she lied. She did know what it wanted, but she wasn’t prepared to give it to him. She swore silently. Damn it. If she’d only trusted her instincts they wouldn’t be in this predicament.




  “Leave her!” Eqin had positioned himself firmly in front of her, aiming his weapon at the figure in the hallway. It was a noble move, but she straight away realized it was also a very stupid one. He’d, after all, no idea what was going on.




  She pushed herself in front of him, ignoring the annoyance on his face. “Eqin, no!”




  But it was already too late. The creature had turned its attention to the man behind her. You are a good body too, she heard it utter insatiably. If she will not give me hers, then yours will do for now.




  Cathy shrank back as the figure moved closer. She could see why it wanted another body. The one it had occupied had been decaying, and its decomposing flesh was dangling from its limbs, leaving rancid bits and pieces on the floor as it staggered towards them. One eye had become dislodged and was hanging out of its socket while the stare from the other was riveted steadily on Eqin. How it had managed to stay in a body that was clearly dead was beyond her grasp.




  She glanced over her shoulder and saw Eqin’s gaze fixed on the vile creature. His expression was vacant, as if he were under some sort of spell, and a sudden rage towards the creature beset her. He wasn’t getting Eqin—she wouldn’t let him!




  Her revulsion forgotten, she lunged at it, grabbing it around the neck in an effort to lure it away from the man she loved. Her hands dug into the squishy, slimy flesh but she barely noticed it. A few bits splattered on the ground as she clung on.




  “Eqin! Run!” she shouted in desperation, knowing well that he wouldn’t be able to run, like she’d been unable to pull herself away from the pit of darkness earlier. Instead he stood frozen, only inches away from peril.




  She hit at the creature with all her might, but it simply threw her off as if she were an inconvenient insect, and she found herself landing with her hands stretched out on the hallway floor. She watched as the creature stretched out its fetid hands towards Eqin. Within moments the evil being would leave its host and move on to the next. Panic flooded through her like a raging river. No!




  She scrambled to her knees, pushing her hands onto the floor to help her up. But they wouldn’t budge. It was as if they were glued to the ground. Alarmed, she looked down, pulling hard again to free them. Then her face turned pale.




  The skin of her hand had merged with the cold hard floor, forming tiny new filaments which had spread out across the surface as if sprouting new seedlings. She gaped at the filaments slithering and gliding at lightning speed up the shadowy walls, accelerating as they moved down the hallway. With her heart beating rapidly, she watched as the shadows in the corridor turned into light. Within seconds, the light had reached the creature where it was on the brink of leaving its rotting host, ready to take possession of its new one.




  But as the first waves of illumination touched it, it let out a penetrating shriek, resonating through her very core. The rotting body slumped to the floor as a dark shadow rushed out, seemingly trying to outrun the light in the hallway. As it fled out into the dark night, Cathy could hear it screech in her mind, and she held her hands over her ears in a bid to drown it out. Her mind rushed after it as the shadow escaped into the night, screaming.




  Then it was gone, and her mind returned to her hunkered-down body. Slowly she felt the cheer returning to her soul, and she took a deep breath, wrenching her hands free from the floor.




  “Cathy?”




  She stood up, slipping her hands furtively behind her back, feeling inexplicably self-conscious.




  The look in Eqin’s green eyes was bewildered and his face was ashen.




  “What happened? I heard you scream.”




  “I didn’t scream.” Did I? She couldn’t recall.




  He didn’t immediately answer.




  “I heard it in my head, making promises...there was nothing I could do,” he said, visibly shaken. “I thought they were only legendary creatures.”




  Her anxiety about her hands momentarily forgotten, she looked at him in surprise. “You know what it was?”




  He nodded, tucking his energy weapon back in his blue uniform. “When I was young we were told about the nerapresa...but I thought they were just stories.” He paused, wiping the sweat off his brow.




  His voice was strained when he spoke again. “We were told that they exist as pure evil, looking for hosts under the shroud of darkness.” He looked around. “What happened here? Did you do this?”




  She averted her eyes. “I don’t know. Suddenly there was just...light,” she lied.




  He suddenly appeared drawn, his mind clearly back at the encounter with the nerapresa.




  “I recall that...it was looking for a host...I’ve never felt such evil.” He fixed his gaze on her. “You made it go away. How?”




  She shook her head mutely, studiously avoiding eye contact and keeping her hands tucked safely behind her back, out of his sight. She didn’t know what to say; she herself didn’t understand what exactly happened.




  Suddenly a door appeared, and the pair instinctively ducked for cover, drawing their weapons.




  It took several seconds before they recognized the people standing blinking in the doorway, and stood up somewhat embarrassed, tucking their energy weapons back into their uniforms.




  “Your timing could have been better. Where were you?” Cathy asked accusingly.




  “We were held up,” Karu answered gruffly. His yellow cat-like eyes inspected the corridor before he turned to look at them. “You look like you’ve been through a war.”




  Cathy chose to ignore his last comment.




  “Held up where?” she asked irritably.




  Anya’s head turned, the hood of her cape obscuring her scarred face. “On the Flatlands,” she said evenly.




  “On the Flatlands? Why?” Cathy demanded, knowing well that she was behaving irrationally. But she couldn’t help herself. She felt too upset.




  “Soldiers,” Anya answered cryptically, unflustered.




  Cathy felt her anger dissipate; she was suddenly ashamed about taking out her anger on them. The Algidan army had to have intercepted them. Anya and Karu were lucky to have had escaped with their lives, and here she was thinking only about herself.




  Eqin seemed concerned. “They know, then.”




  Anya nodded. “Yes.”




  “This will make it harder for us to convince the Infitalis Council to support the Resistance,” he mused.




  Anya looked away. “Yes, it will,” she said after a few moments of silence.




  Eqin seemed to think it over, clearly still shaken. Cathy knew he was trying to regain some control over his emotions.




  Then he suggested, “We should see if we can find something to eat, have a good night’s rest and leave just before dawn.”




  Karu jumped at the suggestion. “Yes, excellent idea. I’m starving.”




  A bit of drool had appeared at the corner of his mouth, and he promptly headed down the corridor, abruptly reminding Cathy again of his animal-like appearance. She wasn’t sure he’d even heard the part about leaving early.




  Eqin hesitated, glancing at her as if waiting for her to catch up. She could sense he was reluctant to leave her but when Anya fell in beside her, he seemed to change his mind and followed Karu down the corridor, leaving Cathy and Anya to talk undisturbed.




  Cathy watched him go; his body lean and muscular and his cape billowing behind him. A tiny shiver ran down her spine when she thought how close she’d come to losing him—again. She couldn’t imagine being in this place without him by her side.




  She blinked, fighting back the tears welling up in her eyes.




  “What happened here?” Anya asked. Although her face was hidden behind the hood, Cathy could sense that she was looking at her.




  Cathy bit her lip, unwilling to reveal her feelings. Suddenly very aware of her hands, she tucked them tightly under her blue cape.




  “Nothing,” she replied vaguely. “Just some...creature—”




  “Creature?” There was a tone of curiosity in the other woman’s voice.




  “Yes, a nera...” She tried to recall the name, but all she could see was the darkness that it had left within her—a feeling of dread and doom, and she shuddered.




  “A nerapresa?” Anya queried; then undaunted: “It wouldn’t have taken Eqin.”




  Cathy jerked her head, feeling inexplicably upset. Anya knew exactly what they’d encountered. How could she? Before she could ask, the other woman continued.




  “The nerapresa lures its host by making dark promises. But it can only truly possess if the host accepts it. Eqin wouldn’t have.”




  She stopped in her tracks, and ran her hand down the walls, which appeared to be strangely illuminated.




  “It’s peculiar,” she mused. “These walls—they remind me of something...”




  She seemed momentarily lost in thought, and Cathy shifted uncomfortably. Will she put two and two together?




  Suddenly she looked up as if remembering, and her gaze locked into Cathy’s.




  “It reminds me of the house. Do you remember the house?” she asked directly without taking her stare away from Cathy.




  Cathy turned her head, avoiding her friend’s eyes. How could she forget that house? It was her home for a long time, and there were times she missed it even though it nearly took her life.




  She could see it so clearly in her mind—its old, firm structure created from Antediluvian biotechnology. It reacted instinctively to her needs, providing every comfort she wished for. It provided warmth and security, and would have continued to do so had S’Tha not come to take her back to the underground Facility. When it sensed the danger Cathy was in, it turned on her enemies, ensnaring them in its walls, and then tried to merge with her to protect her.




  As if reading her thoughts, Anya said slowly, “It must have left something of itself within you.”




  Cathy swallowed hard, looking at her hands with a mixture of wonder and revulsion. Could it be? Did she have some trace of biotechnology within her?




  “I didn’t know,” she said softly, struggling with her emotions. What am I becoming?




  Anya placed her hand on her arm. “You haven’t changed.”




  Cathy fought back tears of frustration. Anya made it seem so simple. But how could it be? She was no longer human—she wasn’t even on Earth any more. Her life had changed forever on that fateful day when Hasan injected her with the nanovirus. How can she even suggest I haven’t changed?




  She shook off Anya’s hand.




  “What did you find out about Infitalis?” she asked, deliberately changing the topic. She didn’t want to think about what was still going to happen.




  Anya shook her head, seemingly undisturbed by her friend’s sudden change in behavior.




  “Not very much,” she replied, as they joined Eqin and Karu who were waiting at the end of the corridor.




  Eqin looked questioningly at Anya.




  “The city is protected by two force fields: one to control the climate, and one to keep Algidans out,” Anya continued, her gaze resting on Eqin. “It detects Algidan bio-genetic material, and destroys it. That means that—”




  “—I’ll be killed on the spot should I try to enter,” he completed her sentence, slightly irritated. It was as if he’d suspected he wouldn’t be allowed to enter. “I understand. I’ll travel with you until we get there, and then stay behind.”




  Cathy gave him a side-long look. He’s only coming because of me. It was a warming thought, but also a disturbing one. She didn’t want to be responsible if anything happened to him. She couldn’t bear it if something did go wrong.




  In silence the four compatriots walked along the corridor to the mess hall.




  Cathy mulled over what Anya had said. A force-field to keep Algidans out... It made sense, given the city’s history. But did that also mean that they’d be prepared to become allies? She frowned. Even though she’d agreed to follow Atuk’s orders, she still felt uneasy. If only I could put my finger on it...




  As they entered the mess hall, Eqin suddenly came to a dead stop and she nearly toppled over him. He grabbed her by her waist, his gaze skimming her face, an amused look about him. Then he looked back at the mess hall, and her gaze followed his.




  She felt a blush creep up her cheeks.




  In the middle of the empty mess hall was a lavishly-set table for four. The white, deftly-embroidered tablecloth draped onto the floor and each place was set with exquisite porcelain and crystal cutlery. Stretching up to the roof were white candles set in a silver chandelier, and silver serviette rings enveloped white embroidered napkins. It was a table set for kings—but it was also distinctly un-Algidan, and out of place on Krinis.




  The smell of food wafted towards them, and Cathy felt her stomach growl. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until that moment, having traveled most of the day with few rest stops.




  Eqin gave her a once over. “Is there something you’d like to tell us?”




  Her blush deepened. “No,” she answered defensively, averting her gaze.




  “Are you sure?” Eqin egged her on. “This seems very... Earth-like.” He paused, letting his words sink in. “How did this get here?”




  Cathy squirmed. She didn’t know what to say. Clearly some of her Antediluvian biotechnology had merged with the Stopover, and it was now attempting to predict her needs.




  Ignoring his amused look, she walked towards the table. Behind them, the lights dimmed and the candles lit automatically.




  “Who cares why it’s here? Let’s eat. I’m hungry!” Karu roared, unintentionally saving her from having to explain herself.




  Hungry was an understatement in his case, she soon found out. He was evidently famished, filling his plate to the brim and devouring it in an instant. The meaning of a sit-down dinner seemed lost on him.




  “This is good food,” he growled approvingly as he heaped more onto his plate.




  Feeling mildly discomfited, Cathy kept her gaze fixed on her plate.




  But it didn’t take her very long to forget her embarrassment and to fill the plate much like Karu had done. After all, the table was filled with everything her heart desired, and she couldn’t remember when last she’d eaten like that. The food at the Sanctuary had been prepared according to Antediluvian traditions, and although nutritious, it often failed to tantalize her taste buds like the foods she grew up with.




  “All we need is some music,” Eqin commented as he took another scoop of potato salad, evidently enjoying himself.




  She could only surmise that he’d developed a taste for it during his time on Earth.




  He’s right. Background music would complete the scene. The notion had barely passed through her mind, when—as if ordered—a gentle classical tune started playing.




  All four froze as the music filled the empty interior of the ancient stopover. It seemed oddly out of place as its echoes bounced off the walls.




  “What a strange sound,” Anya commented, evidently intrigued. “I haven’t heard anything like that before.”




  Cathy’s cheeks flushed again.




  “It’s Vivaldi,” she mumbled. Noticing the puzzled look on her friend’s face, she slowly repeated, “Vi-val-di.”




  Karu briefly stopped gnawing on the drumstick in his hand. His yellow eyes flashed in her direction.




  “I should visit Earth. It seems like an interesting place,” he said, flicking a stripped bone over his shoulder, and smacking his lips with pleasure.




  Cathy smiled vaguely. She didn’t have the heart to tell him he’d stand out like a sore thumb among the human population. Even so, she wondered if he’d care at all. Nothing seemed to disturb him much.




  She reached out to pour herself some more red wine from the crystal decanter.




  “How far are we from Infitalis?” she queried, curious to know how much further their journey was going to take them.




  She hadn’t the foggiest. Besides the fact that she hadn’t paid as much attention to their travel plan as she should have, time seemed to pass much more slowly in the Flatlands.




  But before anyone could answer, an unexpected, excruciating pain shot through her body, and it took all her willpower not to grimace. Damn. Is the pain never going to stop?




  Her hand shook a little as she placed back the decanter, trying not to spill the wine. She could feel Eqin stare at her, and prayed quietly that he hadn’t noticed. She didn’t want everyone to know she was still in pain.




  “About a day.” Eqin answered her question after a moment’s pause and she heaved a sigh of relief that he’d apparently not noticed—or if he had, chosen not to say anything. “It depends how quickly we can move through the Flatlands.”




  But when she looked up again, she saw his gaze resting questioningly on her.




  Guiltily, she looked away, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. He noticed. Should I’ve told him that I still have pain?




  She’d just hoped that the pains would go away again—like they did when she first arrived on Krinis. But since then they’d returned, and she knew for sure that the changes set off by S’Tha’s experiments hadn’t yet run their full course. She didn’t want to burden her friends—especially not Eqin. He had enough to worry about. Besides, she had no idea where it would end.




  “The magnetic field of the North won’t allow us to use the light sphere,” Anya commented quietly. “We’ll need to travel by foot.”




  Eqin nodded his agreement. “Yes.”




  Cathy frowned. She’d known from the beginning they wouldn’t have been able to travel all the way using the light sphere, but she still didn’t like the idea. She’d heard from the Caretakers that the city was deep in the mountains, hidden from most Algidans, and that these mountains were treacherous and unpredictable. One Caretaker had even gone as far to tell her secretively that it would be particularly dangerous for her. ‘The path to Infitalis is deceitful and most of all for the Chosen One’, he’d whispered before suddenly standing up and hurrying off as if he’d said too much, leaving her wondering what he’d meant and if she should’ve taken his words as a warning.




  She suddenly felt worn out, unable to silence the forewarning and she stood up, her appetite gone.




  “I’m going to bed,” she announced.




  Without waiting for a reaction, she marched off, not wanting to have to explain why she was leaving so suddenly. Let them think I’m still unstable.




  Once out in the corridor, another wave of pain flooded through her. It was so intense that she crumpled to the floor holding her chest. For a few moments she crouched on the floor, trying to control her breathing. The pain was much more concentrated than it’d been before and she bit her lip in agony. Why is it back?




  It occurred to her that it corresponded with her using her energy bolts—as before.




  These encounters are accelerating the change.




  As if from far away, she heard footsteps approaching and struggled hastily to her feet. They can’t see me like this.




  But she was too late.




  “Cathy!” Eqin sounded angry. “Why didn’t you tell me?”




  She looked away, guilty. “Tell you what?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light.




  “That you were having pain,” he answered, the concern in his voice palpable.




  “I always have pain, Eqin. It never goes away,” she replied coolly. “You know that.”




  He was silent for a moment, and then, “This isn’t the same.”




  There was no point in trying to fool him. Eqin knew her too well, and he was right. She shrugged, feeling tired to her bones. “There’s not much I can do about it, Eqin. I just have to live with it, haven’t I?” she answered almost defiantly.




  She flinched as he unexpectedly grabbed her by the shoulders. It wasn’t difficult to see that he was upset and angry, and their gazes locked—an unspoken question in his eyes. He opened his mouth as if he were going to say something but then he let her go abruptly.




  “How long?” he asked, sounding battle-weary.




  She searched his face, wondering if she should tell him.




  Then, after a long pause, she admitted quietly, “It came back after my battle with Hasan. I figured it must’ve been the energy I’d spent that day.”




  “But it’s worse today.” It wasn’t a question; rather a statement of fact. “Why?”




  She bit her lip and looked away. As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t bring herself to tell him. He must not know.




  “I...don’t really know,” she lied. It was partially true. She didn’t really know what had happened earlier in the corridor. I need more time. But when she saw the disbelieving and hurt expression on his face, she added reluctantly, “I think...it has something to do with...with the Antediluvian biotechnology back at the Facility...”




  It was as if a light went on for him.




  “You mean the house on the island?” he said.




  She nodded. “Yes.”




  He fell silent, and after a few moments, she turned to head off to her sleeping quarters, assuming there was nothing left to say.




  But he grabbed her arm, his voice unexpectedly husky with emotion.




  “Cathy...”




  Waiting for him to talk, she could almost imagine they weren’t on an alien planet, traveling towards an alien city, and that she wasn’t a’Atuk, the Daughter of Atuk.




  In that moment, she could imagine that it was just them and that nothing else mattered; that time stood still. She could smell his familiar masculine scent and felt the warmth of his body close to hers. If she could allow herself a moment of weakness, she would fall into his arms and beseech him to take her away from it all.




  Lost in the green sea of his eyes, she heard his words come from afar: “Cathy—I’m sorry.”




  “For what?” she asked without really hearing him.




  “For not being there for you.”




  What does he mean? He’s always been there for me.




  Then it dawned on her to what he was referring. She recalled the heartache when he’d made it patently clear he could never be more than her protector; that she was the Daughter of Atuk, the Chosen One. He’d broken her heart that day, and she didn’t know how to mend it.




  The spell was broken and she pulled back, fighting the unexpected flood of tears threatening to overwhelm her. As his hand slipped away, she gave him a sharp look, barely able to hide the hurt inside her.




  Without a further word, she turned and walked back to her quarters leaving him standing by himself in the brightly lit corridor.




  Chapter 2




  After spending a restless night tossing and turning, Cathy eventually struggled up long before dawn. The moment she sat up, the room lit, driving away the darkness. The sight of a tidy clean uniform draped over the chair brought a vague smile to her face. She’d forgotten how convenient biotechnology could be.




  She slipped off the bed and out of her pajamas before walking into the adjacent room—scarcely larger than a cupboard—but she didn’t mind.




  As the refreshing wind of the sonic shower stripped the dirt and grime off her body, she wondered briefly what it would feel like to have water flow over her again. Water was a scarce natural resource on Krinis and she’d become used to daily sonic showers. But there were times she wished for a real shower—like at that moment.




  Suddenly she felt the cool, familiar touch of liquid on her face. She opened her eyes in astonishment. Water! The Antediluvian biotechnology had sensed her wish and created a water shower.




  She soaked in every drop, feeling it run down her naked body, caressing every curve before disappearing into a sort of drain the biotechnology had created. It was heavenly, and she felt reluctant to step out of the shower. When she eventually did, she felt invigorated and tremendously hungry.




  She dressed herself, putting on her clean blue uniform, and strode down to the mess hall.




  Besides Karu—who was already eating—the mess hall was deserted.




  His yellow eyes flashed in her direction. “Sleep well?” he asked before shoving something that seemed to still be moving into his mouth and biting a piece off.




  Not daring to look at it, convinced it would put her off her breakfast, she shrugged, answering vaguely, “So-so.”




  His hand froze mid-air. “Is that good or bad?” he asked, clearly confused by her use of language.




  She threw him a sidelong look, catching a glimpse of the squirming thing in his hand, and she swallowed hard.




  “Neither,” she replied, looking away quickly as the squiggly thing disappeared entirely into his mouth.




  She sat down opposite him. He fell silent again, chomping away at his food and she was secretly relieved that he didn’t ask more questions.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





