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ANGEL OF VENGEANCE

The sun had just dipped below the horizon, but the Angel of Vengeance, which was just one of the names people called him, could always see well in the dark. He had been born in the dark.

He soared along the top of the treeline just in from the coast. He had flown this route many times; there were the mountains to the north, and to the south, the fields he had come from tonight. Now, just below him, there were forest and marshlands all along the coastline, the trees continuing into the west. The ocean with various domed cities in its depths were to the east. He had lived in all but the sea, but belonged nowhere. He had heard of other places, further inland and other coastlines across the sea, but very few people travelled beyond their homelands. Maybe one day he would find where he belonged, but for now he kept this piece of the world a little safer. He believed in good and the right of all the people to live safely, no matter where they came from or what they looked like.

Most people liked the look of him, though. His wings always brought on a lot of curious looks and comments. Lots of people had wings, even feathered wings, but his were huge and very agile, more like an extra set of heavily feathered arms. They were light grey and contrasted with his smooth, dark-skinned face. Folded up, the tip feathers reached below his knees and the main joints met slightly above his head of dark, red-streaked hair. His flight suit was as dark as his skin tonight and hid his body well against the night sky. If they looked up, they might see a pair of beautiful wings, but the people he was hunting weren’t likely to look up and were definitely not going to like it when they saw him.

He spotted his targets in the growing gloom of night. He could tell by how the three people moved that they were trained to fight, probably guards for the stolen shipment. This had not been a good season for the Bog Boss, he thought. According to his network of informants, there had been a lot of theft and reselling of dangerous chemicals and tech from the domes under the ocean and cargo ships lately. So far several of the shipments had not made it to their destinations.

Each land or domed area had its own form of police, but there were almost no safety authorities for when crime crossed the borders. He felt someone should take on this responsibility; with his wings and strength he felt he was the right person for the job. For most of the last two years he had been stopping as many of these crimes as possible. He left the punishments up to the local authorities and did his best to return goods to their rightful owners. The fact that no one had been killed was more luck than any skill on his part, but other than the rope around his waist, he carried no weapons.

He circled high above the sea vessel that was docked not too far from the Bog. One person had a gun and was on guard. The other two were unloading, probably had guns nearby. No sign of the ship’s captain. Easy does it tonight, he reassured himself as he began to dive.

The Angel grabbed both loaders in one swoop with his powerful arms and knocked their heads together, then glided into the trees. He set them on the ground just behind a large tree and quickly tied them together. He carefully kept the tree between him and the last guard. That guy was firing off his gun in random bursts. The Angel didn’t want to be hit, and he didn’t want these two prisoners killed or injured either. He would rather just capture and question than kill or injure.

The guard’s bullets stopped flying for a moment and the Angel took a chance. He jumped into flight with the end of the rope and landed on a very high branch. He pulled the two limp men up and quickly secured them to the trunk. They would be unconscious for a while yet and would have a terrible time getting down when they woke up. The last guard still on the dock was screaming in frustration. He shot several times into the air, again having no idea where everyone had gone. The Angel stayed out of sight for a few more minutes, considering his next move.

The guard quieted down. He was searching the dark trees but couldn’t see anything. The Angel could see him clearly. The thick, scaley person was standing next to the lantern hanging on a post at the end of the flat deck hover transport. All the guy was supposed to do was get the sea vessel unloaded onto the deck and deliver it to the warehouses. The other men had only just started unloading so there wasn’t anything on the deck yet.

The Angel launched himself from his perch high in the tree. He landed silently on the deck of the ship. He untied the mooring lines from the post quickly and quietly. The floating sea vessel began to float out with the tide. The Angel saw the two guns leaning against the rail, as he had suspected. He glanced at the guard still on shore. He was pacing back and forth, occasionally punching the air, still not sure what to do.

The Angel took both guns and went down into the hold. He fired into the floor until the clips were empty and he could see water starting to come in through the holes. There were shots outside now and he cautiously climbed back to the deck, watching. On shore the angry, totally confused guard was now yelling at the boat that had drifted too far away for him to jump. The hover deck had been parked on the land side of the dock. It would take time and some skill to manoeuvre. He obviously didn’t have the time, or the clear head needed, so he fired randomly at the vessel several more times. The Angel waited on the ladder just below the deck until  he heard the bolt click back. That gun was empty, too.

The Angel of Vengeance rushed up the ladder and took a running leap directly at the guard. His large, dark form with silent wings plowed into the guard. The Angel surrounded him with powerful arms and dragged him across the shallow water, through the marsh, and then straight up into the completely dark, starless sky. The guard was limp, eyes open but unfocused. His mouth kept opening and closing but only a moaning sound came out. The Angel’s job was done.

He left the guard tied to a dock post and flew back down the coast toward the fields. He stayed just at the treetops once again and let his mind wander. He didn’t understand why some people did wrong when doing the right thing was usually easier anyway. Doing the right thing certainly didn’t hurt as much, especially when the Angel of Vengeance was around.

He chuckled at the name he was being called. His wings were more owl than angel and he wasn’t out for vengeance. He had nothing against these guards tonight; he didn’t really care who they were, only that they were doing wrong. The sealed boxes of explosive chemicals he had sunk in the boat had been stolen from a dome nearby. He would send a message about the location to the local authorities in the morning. The explosives were intended to do damage, possibly to hurt the people on land, or forest dwellers, or even those that lived under the Mountain. He hadn’t heard yet what the Bog Boss’s plans were, but they were never good. All these people with all their differences and yet he felt that he needed to protect them all. The Angel floated on the air currents back to a bed he didn’t own and would leave again tomorrow.
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Chapter Two
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PETRA

The ancient wooden statue was nearly twice her height. He stood with his arms held wide and welcoming all to come in and join the service. It wasn’t just the flame light that made this wood look orange, it was the centuries of polish and age. Petra had only ever seen this one piece of wood from outside the Mountain. It had been brought down into the caverns before they were carved smooth, the alcove it sat in was rough and hammered out. Not even a chisel had been used, let alone a diamond blade. It was too precious to be moved so he stood in the unformed rock. The stories of when people had first arrived in the Mountain had been forgotten, but many of the traditions were still followed. Petra sat down quietly on a bench near the back of the service hall and listened to the chanting and music. She loved the peaceful feeling that the wind instruments gave when played well. Today, though, one of the players was missing, leaving a gap in the song. The singer was also old and sometimes forgot the ancient words. Petra didn’t mind that so much, as she had been taught all the ancient words, as had her whole class. The leader of the service read from the large book on the podium now. Twice every day, a different section was read; today’s reading was more of a story about a man who asked his friends questions about what was right and what was wrong. The friends knew the answers but had a hard time doing the right thing, anyway. Petra wondered if the statue had been carved with that man in mind. The ending prayers were chanted and the service was over. The people left in couples and small groups, discussing today’s worries and woes; the service was intended to bring a sense of peace or joy, and a joining in community. Today’s service had failed, even for her.

She never missed a service or a class. Her father believed it was important, and she was happy to oblige him. However, most people didn’t attend services anymore, only about a quarter of the benches were filled. She had a very early memory of sitting here and there was only room in the doorways to stand. It might have been a holyday or an important nameday, but still there should be more people, many more now. She remembered her father beside her and he was whispering to someone else on the other side of him. She remembered that the music had been much better than this.

Petra walked slowly back to her homefire den. Her father had been in the group of parents who witnessed her class’s graduation today. Since he had taken the time away from his work, he wouldn’t be back for several hours yet and she had the rest of the afternoon to herself. She was to start apprenticing in the leather workers’ shop tomorrow, so these were her last moments of freedom for the next year.

She held her cloth Learners epaulette tag gently in her long, thick fingers. She decided she would sew it on when she got back to the homefire, after she looked for her friends. It would please her father to see it displayed already. Her father said he was very proud, she had earned a red tag, best in her class. He had hugged her awkwardly after the presentations. He was much taller than she was, but not quite as tall as the statue she had admired earlier. They seldom embraced or even touched each other. Their relationship was always a little strained. He would not speak of her mother and Petra had no other family to confide in.

He prepared food for them every day and they spoke of many things, just not some of the important ones. He explained the readings about the God of the Mountain to her and she recited her lessons to him. They sometimes played counting games on the floor between their sleeping mats, and they used to laugh at silly childhood songs and skits. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen him laugh. He was tired, like worn down stone steps; he had been stepped on by a thousand feet. He often worked late in the last few years and never took any joy in his efforts. He was an official of some kind but wore no insignia, no colours or medals hung from his broad shoulders. He said his service to the Queen’s Realm was a secret that he hoped he would share with her one day soon. So Petra waited for that day, and in the meantime she was a good daughter to him.

None of her classmates had been in the service so she decided to head over to the recreation halls hoping to see some friends. Kids got together to talk, practise a craft, and the younger ones tested each other’s strength with physical games. Petra waved at a couple of familiar faces. They were a year older and nearing their second graduation. Theirs would indicate full adulthood. She walked over to them when they didn’t acknowledge her greeting. She stopped to puzzle out their strange movements in the corner of the room. Their long arms held each other close, a very tight hug. Then they moved together in a sort of writhing dance. From their breathing and gasps, Petra thought it sounded like it was enjoyable. My goodness! They were trying to make an egg! She looked away, embarrassed to have seen that outside a family den. They were nearly old enough to apply to be den partners. Couldn’t they wait? The rules of the Queen’s Realm were clear about who was permitted to start a family. They had learned the family and den rules through chanting before they had even grown their adult teeth. Friendships were encouraged, bonds between people created a stronger community. But not this! She wondered where their parents were.

Now that she looked, she saw a lot of kids and almost no adults in the hall at all. The bell had been rung at the beginning of worship services indicating that the first shift was over, and those workers could return to their dens while the next shift began. These kids should have been picked up and brought to service and then escorted to their homefires for evening meal. Families worked the first shift, those without children worked the second. Petra had heard that the shifts were being held late, until after the bell, and that was why not all people made it to services, but these children were still here. Her father hadn’t been to services very often either, but he was a governing official, and also sometimes worked late. Actually, it seemed that most of the time he worked late. Did all these parents work this late as well?

Then Petra remembered the recent cave-ins and wondered if these kids even had parents anymore. Most den couples were from the same crews—it made scheduling easier—but when disaster struck, like the gem mine shaft collapse last season and a copper mine explosion just a week ago, if it was a first shift disaster it also meant that both parents likely died together. That left orphaned kids and, Petra glanced quickly at the people in the corner, if her classmates didn’t remember what was right that meant orphan eggs, too. Petra was no longer in the mood to talk with friends, so she decided to go pick up food for the evening meal instead. She had promised her father this morning that she would, as a thank you for attending her ceremony.

The lines were long at the distribution hall, but the manager had the place well-lit with torches. She looked back into the stoneway and realized that only half of the torches were lit. The Lightbringer was an honourable duty, one usually reserved for an aging leader. The distribution hall was lit for light alone, but the stoneway torches showed the time, season, and shift changes. How could someone neglect such an important duty?

The line moved forward steadily but those leaving were arguing and obviously upset. Petra hadn’t been to pick up food since her last seasonal break and she had come with her father; her father usually did this task in the morning for them both. They were the only two in their den. She wasn’t sure who her mother was, whether she had died or re-coupled, her father never said. So they took care of each other.

Petra approached the counters at the front of the line. Now she knew why the line was moving quickly, there was almost no food left. She asked for meat and the piece she received was barely enough for one. She would supplement with fungi and make a stew, she thought, but the mushrooms were small and tough, and the greens were limp. Her father always brought home enough food. Where had he received it? Petra wondered. Every family was to be given enough equally, but there wasn’t enough left on the counters here for the line behind her. She was standing still, in a state of shock, at the end of the long counter puzzling this out when another governing official that she had seen with her father called her name.

“So Petra, are you doing the meal preparation for your father tonight? You are such a good daughter. What are you having for evening meal?” He glanced at her two small bundles. “That surely can’t be enough for you and your father?”

“This is what they gave me and there really doesn’t seem to be enough for everyone still in line.” Petra watched another young mother walk out with an almost empty food bag and two small children.

“O-o-oh! They didn’t recognize you!” He called to the foods manager in the back of the hall. The manager looked up in recognition and gave a single finger sign to wait. Her father’s workmate addressed the man. “This is Petra, child of Pete, Official of the Queen’s Realm.” The manager looked at her and then at her meagre packages. He silently took the packages and bowed his head in apology and went back to the shelves behind the counter. He came back with two very thick fatty lizard steaks and wrapped them up with an extra scoop of soft white mushrooms and greens from an unseen bin below the counter.

“Thank you,” Petra said quietly to the manager, but he still had his head bowed in apology to her. “I don’t understand. Why should I have steak when that mother with two children received none?”

The official shook his head with an impatient frown, as they walked toward the doorway. “Your father works very hard for the Queen’s Realm, and he deserves the best of everything.”

Petra crossed her first two fingers, brought her palm to her forehead then turned it toward the man as a sign of respect as they parted and then continued walking toward her den. Petra still couldn’t understand how she deserved two large steaks. The mother Petra had seen earlier was standing just a little way down a rough service tunnel as Petra passed by. Her clothing tags indicated that she was a hauler for the eastern, and one of the deepest, shafts. The woman was scraping moss off the wall, her children catching beetles along the uneven floor.

“Here.” Petra unwrapped the steaks. “You can have one of mine. We have enough.” The mother bowed her head in apology and then deepened the bow in a sign of shame. Petra swallowed deep in embarrassment. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.” Petra felt shame herself for being given so much. She tried to explain, “You work hard for the Queen’s Realm, too, and your children need meat.”

The mother looked at the steak in Petra’s palm. She took Petra’s hand in both of hers. She traced a discolouration on Petra’s hand, almost reverently. She nodded, took the steak, and wrapped it in the moss she had just taken off the wall. Petra was pretty sure the thin woman would cook the moss as well.

“Thank you, Child of Pete, you have a kind heart. If I should be so bold, remember this when your greatday arrives. Remember the people. Remember the Mountain Realm.” The mother took her children’s hands and walked away quickly.

Petra didn’t get a chance to ask her name or how the woman recognized her. Petra had never heard of a greatday or heard anyone refer to it as the Mountain Realm. It was always the Queen’s Realm. Not that the queen was ever seen. She had a throne room but didn’t make appearances. Petra wasn’t sure if she had ever made appearances, and even on holyday services her chair on the dais was never occupied.

Petra had skewered the sliced steak and had it hanging just above the glowing coals. She had basted two ample servings of mushrooms in some rendered fat. They were just starting to sizzle now. She would fry up the greens after she finished stitching on her new tag.

She hummed one of the service songs as it should have sounded and thought about what had happened today. The differences today couldn’t have just happened. Her father must have been aware of the food shortages and never told her. Had she heard her friends in class complain about not enough food? She had, she realized now. Petra just assumed they were always hungry because so many of them were so much bigger than her. Maybe they really had been hungry, sharing a scant amount of food between several people in their dens. Why was there not enough food? Petra stopped stitching and counted the possibilities on her fingers. For one, there wasn’t the proper balance, her den should have received what they needed, and the hauler should have received what she needed to feed her family. Two, maybe there had been a farming virus or disaster. There hadn’t been talk of this lately but maybe she could ask someone. Three, she stretched her fingers straight, three was that the farmers just didn’t do their job. Were there less people to do the farming? Or was the lack of discipline she had seen in the apprentices in the rec hall and the lack of a lightbringer an indication of a wider problem? As to the orphans, she had chanted the prayers for the victims with the others in the services, but the names and details were never shared anymore. The dead had been made faceless and nameless to shorten the time spent in services. She wasn’t sure if that was deliberate, but it felt that way now. So when had the demand for mined resources increased so much that it required longer work shifts, ignoring service, and the joy in the people had turned to grumbling and complaints?

She finished sewing her red badge of knowledge onto her shoulder strap. She was the smartest student in her class: How could she not have known these things were happening? Had her father hidden them from her before today? Quite possibly, she realized. She never went to the distribution hall; he picked up the food. She attended all the classes available to her, so her days had been full, without breaks, so seldom did she visit the rec hall. She went to the service hall after classes and then straight back to their homefire, just like he asked her to do. She had followed everything he told her and he had hidden the problems in the Queen’s Realm from her. She stirred the mushrooms and turned the skewer. Why? Why had he hidden these things from her? She didn’t have an answer. Maybe it was the wrong question. Why had he stopped hiding these things from her? She was at a new point in her life. Her next nameday would make her seventeen and nearly an adult. After her apprenticeship was over, she would be a contributing part of the Queen’s Realm. The joy that should have brought her on a graduation day was lost. This was not a society she wanted to be part of, she knew deep inside that it had been much better, she just wasn’t sure when. Petra scowled at the meal she had prepared and her new red badge. Something felt rotten in the realm.

“Smells good. Extra for Old Auntie?” The blind woman often approached dens near the evening meal.

“I have a few mushrooms to share.” Petra handed them over, but Old Auntie was very quick. She grabbed Petra’s hand and felt her palm with her long, rough fingers. Then she sniffed very close to Petra’s face.

“You should go. Outside for a time,” Old Auntie whispered in Petra’s ear. “Meet me. First bell. Tunnel past the waste chute. Your greatday is soon. We can fix the Mountain Realm.” Old Auntie grabbed the mushrooms and rushed from the room so fast Petra was sure the woman could see.

Fix the Mountain Realm, not the Queen’s Realm but again the Mountain Realm. And it was a thought so close to her own only moments before. And her greatday, said just like the mother with the steak. Greatday. Petra repeated this several times. Maybe they were referring to her nameday. That would be this season, only a half a dozen shifts away. Petra wasn’t sure what Old Auntie meant about a time outside, but meeting her at the preparation bell couldn’t really hurt. She could ask her questions and still have plenty of time to get to the leather shop afterwards. Petra finished frying up the greens for the evening meal just as her father arrived. She didn’t tell him about Old Auntie.
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PTERRO

It was only mid-morning but Pterro had already been up for several hours; it was the only time this house was peaceful. Pterro had scrounged some leftovers from his father’s last party—a plate of thin wheat cakes and salty fish eggs sat on the table next to the couch.

He was playing around on a gaming system his father had given him about a month ago. It wasn’t a gift, more like a job. He liked goofing around on it, but he wasn’t very good. The character died in the game with all the dramatic electronic music, again. The music was only just audible, but Pterro was still worried he would annoy his father. He glanced at the back of the house. His father’s business room doors could open at any moment. At the front door, the new guard was fighting hard to stay awake. Pterro’s game started a new round.

Pterro wasn’t sure why they even had guards. Everyone always did what his father told them to do anyway. Even Pterro was going to enter the gaming competition at the end of the summer, just like his father expected of him. His father needed some sort of excuse to go to the city under the sea. He had meetings that had to be done in person, apparently. The competition was happening at a convenient time and Pterro was a convenient prop. He would lose but it would keep the peace, so Pterro kept practising.

A couple of skinny-limbed, frog-faced people came in, but the guard barely opened his eyes. His father’s advisors ignored both the guard and the boy curled up in the corner of the couch. Their flat feet slapped quickly to the office doors at the back of the rambling bog house. Pterro went back to the game.

“Wake up!” his father bellowed before reaching the end of the hall. Pterro froze. His father was not yelling at him, his father seldom even spoke to him, let alone yell. Pterro paused the game and peeked over the edge of the couch cushions slowly. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. His father was yelling at the door guard, who was stifling a yawn.

His father was the almighty leader of the crime world, and he did not tolerate worthless employees. Pterro knew this only from listening in to other people’s conversations; he was good at hiding in small places. He had learned a great deal about his father’s business by hiding under the fancy conference table that stretched forever in the back room. Pterro knew Cain Toad was currently smuggling a bunch of dangerous goods, including guns and explosives. There was also the manufacturing of drugs and stealing from the cities under the sea. Pterro had never actually seen his father hurt anyone, but he had heard from the employees about how violent the Boss could be. There were stories of hurting the messengers who brought bad news, or even with no reason at all, he would strike out physically or humiliate them in a variety of ways in front of others. His father had never talked to him about any of it and Pterro knew better than to ask. This was just how things were. Right now, the great Cain Toad was towering over his advisors, who Pterro thought of as goons, only a few steps away from his one and only son and didn’t even care.

Pterro sunk below the ridge of cushions. He was small and knew how to keep quiet, but his pointy ears stood tall and caught every word. The goons were giving their morning reports to his father, also called the Bog Boss. Their people lived in the Bog. Bog’s Bottom to be exact. A sort of floating town of warehouses and production plants on one end, houses of the employees at the other, and his father’s mansion right in the middle. This house was huge, and the boardwalks were well maintained and even had lights at night. The inside had soft rugs in every room and only the best furniture. A trio of women entered the room with bolts of shiny cloth and measuring tapes, but they saw that the Boss was conducting business so they quickly left by the nearest doorway. The decorators were here so often Pterro never knew if the curtains covering the floor-to-ceiling windows would be blue or green in the morning. This house was fancy and his father was rich, but Pterro never felt like any of it belonged to him. He existed in the house, he had a room with appropriate furniture, but he was ignored by most and shoved aside by the rest.

The morning updates were complete and the group was on the move, his father striding on long, thick, muscular legs, his large gut leading the way toward the office. His father barked a breakfast order at the kitchen staff as he passed and stopped abruptly.

His voice started out quiet but grew into a snarl and Pterro knew that this time his father was speaking to him. “Get—your—hairy—little—body OFF MY new couch!” 

Pterro slid to the floor. “Sorry, sir,” he squeaked. He felt like a disobedient pet. But then a pet wouldn’t have said anything. At this moment he truly hated his father.

The group carried on their march across the length of the house. Pterro could feel every footstep. This house might look all flashy, but it was still floating on a bog and chained to old dead tree trunks around back. His oversized ears twitched independently as Pterro picked up a different set of footsteps. A moment later the door crashed open. Pterro’s fur stood up on his back and his small, black-tipped nose twitched in fear. A long snout entered the room with pointy teeth that weren’t quite covered by the cracked-looking green skin. This was Grit, his father’s right hand and the meanest of all the goons. His eyes swept the room, dismissing Pterro sitting on the floor and zeroing in on the crew led by the Boss. Pterro let go of the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

Outside, Pterro heard a small hover transport arrive. Moments later another goon barged in. The door nearly slammed into the night guard still standing there.

Something is up, thought Pterro as he watched the activity without being obvious about it. He stood up and stretched his wiry frame and short muscular legs. The guard was dozing off again, so Pterro walked calmly and quietly down the hall. He squeezed his skinny body and fluffy tail behind the large office door currently standing open. Quietly he listened in.

“How is it that another shipment didn’t get delivered?” His father, the Bog Boss, spoke quietly in a very dangerous tone. “This is the third one this month. Please tell me that someone saw where it went.” Cain was seething; Pterro peered through the crack by the hinges to see his father leaning his bulky frame on his thick grey arms at the edge of the long table, while his goons cowered in their seats.

The last goon to arrive answered him, probably risking his own life. “Well, ah, two of our guys are still unconscious. I ordered a hover crane to get them down.” Pterro heard his father inhale deeply. “And, and the other one is awake, ah, kind of, and babbling about an angel?” the goon finished quickly. Pterro had to stifle a giggle. The Angel of Vengeance strikes again.

One of the skinny goons tried to calm the furious man or at least redirect the Boss’s anger. “Could be that the guard who is awake, um, maybe he suffered a head injury, or went crazy. Or maybe he stole it himself and is pretending in order to throw you off the trail.” The other goons mumbled their agreement. Pterro was sure it was to protect themselves.

“Let’s go pay him a visit,” Cain Toad growled. “We meet the clients at lunch, and I want answers for them.” Pterro stood perfectly still behind the door as first his father and then the four goons stomped out the front door. The guard was ready for them this time. He opened it quickly and followed them out.  

Pterro didn’t need guarding. He also didn’t need to be here. He snagged his handmade backpack off the end of the couch. He stepped into the harness, manipulated the straps over his shoulders, and tied the strap just below his neck. Picking one of the few small windows at the back of the house, he slid it up and climbed out on the sill. It was a blind spot for the goons that walked the roof and guarded the warehouses. Even though his father wasn’t here right now, Pterro didn’t need the guards reporting his every move. He swung his leg over the sill and gripped the mud-packed log wall with toe claws. His hands also were claw-tipped and made climbing, even sideways along the wall, easy. When he got to the corner he watched the guard above him; the goon turned to ask someone for a snack and Pterro leaped. The nearest tree wasn’t even half the distance he could have jumped, but as the mist swirled behind his tail, he disappeared from everyone’s sight.

He scrambled and leaped from tree branch to tree branch, spreading his skin wings to lengthen the jump when needed. The fawn-coloured fur helped him blend into the forest trees with ease, but he moved with such speed and grace that he was a blur to anyone on the ground. His golden tail flicked from side to side as much to keep him balanced on a branch as to guide him through the air.

He only stopped to catch his breath when he had arrived at the market. He looked down at the busy lunchtime crowd in the village around the base of the Great Oak tree town. Pterro glided down to a path just outside the market; he reached into his pack and pulled out a hat. He pulled the brim low over his eyes, another way to hide in plain sight. Very few people paid attention to the kid who walked casually between the tented stalls, snagging a loaf of bread from this table, a bag of berries from that stand, and even a few coins from a dish that shouldn’t have been left so unattended. He tucked the coins and bread away in his sack and munched on the berries as he walked.

The crowd of almost every kind of people milled around, but Pterro felt alone here. He felt alone most of the time, but he did have one friend. She lived on the edge of the Bog. She didn’t really belong either and maybe that was why she helped him out. She had always just been there, anytime he needed someone; right from when he was a toddler running on the floating boardwalk between the bog houses. She had caught him running away from a guard and straight toward the water when he was only a couple years old; she had kept him safe. She fed him when his father’s goons forgot about him, and she let him sleep at her place when the parties went all night. He would bring the bread back to her place later and she would hide the money for him again. She was the only one he really trusted, and he didn’t even know where she came from or what had happened to damage her body.

Pterro watched the people below him from a comfortable knot midway up a tree. He had his skin wings from elbow to ankle and a fur tail, but most of the people in sight had some kind of feathered wings, or skin wings similar to the tiny bats living in the Bog. These people were called Wingers by most and Bird Brains by his father. Other people had claws or sticky hand pads that they used to climb. Some even had prehensile tails. They didn’t really have a specific name. It depended more on where they lived, like Ponders or Treefolk. There were a couple of Swimmies from the ocean domes in the market square, but it was unusual to see them on land. The rest were Landers. They mostly walked on two legs, some were covered in fur, and others in some kind of shiny scales. Some Landers had tails, others had snouts, and from his perch he could even see a boy with a shell on his back being pulled along by his arm.

Pterro was from the Bog. They were the leftover people that didn’t fit in and were willing to work for his father, the Bog Boss.

A few teenaged Landers, maybe a little older than him, had gathered on the grass just below where he was sitting. They were chatting about camp, an all-peoples camp, that was required attendance for most of them it seemed. Parents cared enough for these kids to register and pay for them to spend a season having fun. Must be nice, Pterro thought sarcastically. He wanted to hate them but as they talked about where the wheeled transport was picking them up in the morning he had a better idea.

He skittered higher up on the tree and began the trek home. He took his time on the way back, considering his options. He had money saved; if he got to camp and they kicked him out, he would buy his way in. If he didn’t like it, he would take what he needed and head back to the Bog. Either way, it sounded better than practising for a gaming competition he would never win. His father might be a problem, but maybe his friend at the Bog would have some ideas. He wondered if he could be friends with someone his own age, maybe someone at camp; he had never had that opportunity before.

Pterro clung to a tree at the far end of the Bog and looked over the village of Bog’s Bottom. The houses were smaller here and poorly made. Some might even have been considered shacks, but they mostly floated and had roofs, so that meant they were a home to someone. These people worked for his father’s businesses. They worked as counterfeiters, smugglers, producers, and packers of drugs and guns, and the rest were entertainment. The entertainers weren’t in their homes at the moment. He could tell because his father’s house was lit up bright in the gloomy dusk, and Pterro could hear the loud noise even from the opposite side of the village. Cain Toad was probably trying to keep his clients happy with a party. Pterro wasn’t planning on going home anyway. There was nothing he needed from there that he couldn’t find another way.

“Hey, kid,” a kind voice called up to him from the boardwalk just outside the shack nearest to him. “Need a quiet place?”

Pterro glided down beside her and sat next to his only friend. She put a thin but graceful arm over his shoulders, and he leaned into her hug. She had pale green, almost translucent, skin that was smooth and cool and her eyes were large and a beautiful dark blue. The hand that brushed his arm had a few long fingers, as well as a webbed section like a fin, but the whole hand was twisted almost into a cone. The feet dangling in the water were the same, so there was no flat surface to step on.

Walking was too painful, so when she crossed the boardwalk, she crawled from the edge of the water into the shack behind them for the night. There were gills on one side of her neck and Pterro could feel them against his forehead. She was neither Swimmy nor Lander, not completely anyway, but once she had been a Winger. The broken mess of wings still hung painfully from her back and the tips dragged on the ground when she moved. The only relief she got from both the physical ache and painful memories was to lie in the water and float.

“I’m going away for a bit,” he said without moving. “I’ll leave tomorrow morning with some money. There’s this camp for people my age. I want to know what it’s like.” Pterro turned to look at her in the dim light of the rising moon.

She smiled and nodded. “It would be good for you, but I will miss you.” They sat in silence. After a time she continued, “I will send a message to your father. Maybe you are going away for some education. I’ll get a scribe to make it look official. I don’t think he’ll make much of a fuss.” She seemed sad and he almost regretted his plan. She nudged his soft ear with her chin and whispered, “Go in and sleep. I’ll be in later.” She slipped into the water and disappeared. Pterro wondered why she cared so much.

He woke before the light. The mist on the bog was just turning from nighttime greys to morning whites. The shack was empty; he had never heard her come in last night but maybe she was getting that message for his father. The people in the town called her various cruel names like “creep” or “damaged goods,” but they would still help her out. She was a fixture in the Bog and somehow had a connection to his father, but Pterro didn’t think it was a relationship of respect or of fear, at least not anymore.

She called herself Aquicken, which wasn’t really a name; it was a type of person. Some people changed appearance and abilities as they grew from child to adult: they were called Developers. Stables were hatched with all their features. Pterro thought he was a Stable, he couldn’t remember being any other way. There was a small group who continued to slowly adapt their whole life and then a very small group called Quickens. They could change appearance and abilities at any time very quickly. They would grow a tail and go swimming, or fur when it was cold.

Pterro had never seen her change her appearance for the better, though. There were only weird, useless changes, and she had no control. If she was a Quicken like she said, then there was something very damaged in her body. The broken wings and half-formed fins made her almost useless in all worlds, but Pterro loved her and took care of her the best he could.

He left the loaf of bread on the small shelf and then knelt down to look under her sleeping mat. There was a wooden box hidden between the boards. He took about half of the coins it held and added them to his backpack. There was probably enough left for her to buy food for a season or so. He put the box on the shelf next to the bread; she would know to use what she needed. He would come back later and help her out. But this was all he could do for now. He walked into the mist and leapt into the nearest tree.

He had never been on a wheeled transport before. It sounded like the hover transport, so it had an engine and probably moved fast, but it rolled on several tough round wheels along the ground. Since he wasn’t sure how far it was to the camp, he thought he had better find a way to catch a ride. Pterro watched the Landers load bags and blankets and even boxes of food underneath the main compartment. He wondered if he could hide in there, but the doors were slammed shut before he could make a decision.

The kids started climbing the short ladder inside and Pterro was sure that wasn’t an option for him. He was starting to lose hope when an adult strapped the last few bags to the roof and Pterro saw his opportunity. The wheeled transport began to rumble and whir and then made a couple of beeps to signal that they were leaving. Pterro landed lightly on the roof and tucked himself inside a stack of blankets. Not minutes later he was asleep, dreaming of somewhere better.
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Chapter Four
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PETRA

She didn’t sleep well and woke early. Petra had all these images of things that were wrong. She dreamed of hungry orphaned children and haughty officials ignoring them. She dreamed of a crumbling mountain, a rockfall in the service hall. She felt worried and anxious, so she dressed quietly and grabbed her satchel. Her father woke as she was about to leave.

“Eager to start your apprenticeship?” he asked in the light of a single small flame.

Petra couldn’t lie. “I had some questions and met someone who might have some answers.” It wasn’t the whole truth, and it made her itch to tell an almost lie. “I am meeting her at preparation bell.” She waited at the doorway for his answer.

“Petra, my wonderful daughter, I am sure that what you are doing is good. Even if it might scare you, do the right thing, always.”

The bell rang somewhere down the stoneway.

“I love you.” Petra wondered if her father knew who she was going to talk to, or possibly where she was going. She hurried up the stoneway now, dodging parents dropping their kids at the school rooms and dusty workers returning from the second shift. Far down the way she thought she could hear the music that was a call to worship. The passageways cleared as she went further up, passing unused halls and abandoned dens. She still arrived at the mouth of the tunnel just past the waste chute before Old Auntie.

She fidgeted with her braided hair. Why did she feel like she had just said goodbye to her father? She was just planning on talking. She would head over to the leather workers’ shop for her orientation and then head home for dinner with him tonight, right? She had dressed in her usual lizard leather vest with its new red epaulettes and shorts, but had brought her cover coat just in case the outside would be colder. Had her father seen the bundled coat? Of course he had. He knew she wasn’t just going to talk. She had also packed the food bag on her belt with an extra piece of jerky for her meals, along with a sharp eating knife in its sheath at the bottom.

Old Auntie appeared from out of a dark corridor. She had a large satchel with her and beckoned as she walked by; Petra followed the older woman. Old Auntie had no badges or epaulettes. Her clothes were home patched and worn, and her hair was long with messy braids. The satchel looked almost new, though, and it looked full.

The tunnel was very dark. No torches were mounted on the walls, or they weren’t being lit anymore. Old Auntie wasn’t bothered by the dark but Petra was. Some of the rough walls were covered with a slightly luminescent moss but it only created shadows that were worse than walking in the dark. When Petra started to lag, not being sure of her steps anymore, a rough hand grabbed hers and tugged her along. Eventually she could see shapes again and realized that there was a dim blue light up ahead. The light made her feel uneasy as the only light she had ever seen was flame light and moss light.

This was outside. Petra took a shaky breath.

The tunnel widened toward the opening, but Petra was glad when Old Auntie stopped before they reached the entrance. Old Auntie handed the large bag to Petra then sat on a boulder nearby. Petra started to ask her questions, but Old Auntie shushed her and then began to speak slowly.

“You are special. One day you fix the Mountain Realm. You need to know more. There is a place to learn. It will be safe for you; it was safe for another. You will come back next season. You will go?” Old Auntie struggled to put all the words and phrases together. Petra wondered when was the last time this old woman had actually talked to someone except to beg for food. For that matter, why did she have to beg? Petra had never seen anyone else beg for food. She understood that there were punishments like this in the past. A form of banishment without leaving the Mountain. She wondered how punishments for crimes were being handled now. Were the dungeon cells full? Were crimes even still being tried? Petra refocused on the question at hand. Would she leave in order to learn about outsiders? Would she leave so she could fix the realm? How could she be the one to fix the Mountain Realm? Old Auntie thought she could, the hungry mother thought she could, and Petra had a feeling that her father thought she could, too.

Petra squatted on the stone path close enough to see the outline of Old Auntie’s face. Her eyes were open and seemed to glow now that Petra looked at her in the near dark. Petra did not know why but she trusted this old woman. She only handled the waste that no one else would haul and begged for scraps. She had no position or even a homefire, but she had said the thing that Petra wondered about, fixing the realm. Learning new things, things from outside the Mountain, sounded right to her just now.  

She had never left the caves before, no one did anymore. So she wasn’t sure anywhere outside the Mountain would feel like a safe place, no matter who had been there before. Petra certainly didn’t know why Old Auntie called her “special.” She would be leaving her father and that was not right. Maybe she shouldn’t. Old Auntie was waiting for her answer. “I have questions.”

Old Auntie shook her head. “Your father not worry. I told him. He agreed.” Petra took a meditative breath and nodded, making the first very important decision in her own life. Auntie continued as if she had seen the movement. “Now, you walk for a sun and a moon and when sun is high, stone huts be at the water. The path not be easy. Open your eyes, and your heart. Be friends with others. Come back to us. Fix the Mountain Realm.”

Old Auntie stood up and turned back into the tunnel. Petra started to follow her but Old Auntie’s hand signalled stop without her turning back. Petra watched her disappear into the darkness; she somehow knew that Old Auntie was someone important, too. She turned to walk into the light for the first time.

Everything looked hazy, but after a moment Petra saw a path like a tunnel under the trees. She touched the trees with her fingers for balance as her feet got used to the uneven path and wondered how the wood image in the hall of services was made. She wondered what her father thought about her being gone for a season. She wondered about Old Auntie’s words. She wondered if she was special.

Her nose itched. The air was sharp, almost spicy. Or tangy. She sneezed. When her eyes opened a beetle flew past her face except its body was very small, maybe not a beetle, something else. Everything was very bright and it was hard to see. She tripped and nearly fell, there was a twisty stick half buried in the dusty dirt. How was she supposed to do this? There was so much noise, clicking and buzzing, even the trees moved and made noise. She already wanted to turn around and go back to the cave. She remembered her father’s words to her this morning—do the good thing, even if she was scared. She continued walking.

She wasn’t sure if second meal bell had been struck but she hadn’t eaten her breakfast yet. She found a place to sit and opened the large pack she had been given. There was some clothing and a woven bedroll. There were also the three mushrooms she had given Old Auntie last evening. Petra opened her food bag and looked at the two slices of jerky and a mushroom patty she had intended to eat for breakfast. Old Auntie had said Petra had to walk for a sun and a moon and another sun. Assuming that the moon and sun cycle were first shift and second shift, this was a very small amount of food for that many bells. She could smell clean water nearby and found a stream trickling over moss-covered rocks. She ate the mushroom patty and then scraped the soaked moss off the rock. She sucked it dry. Petra was about to toss it away when she remembered the mother scraping moss off the wall. Petra wet it again and tucked the green mat into her food bag. She hoped she wouldn’t need to eat it later. Petra kept walking.

The next stretch had only a few trees and none were close to the path. The sun made her skin hurt and her head ache. She wanted to close her eyes. The sweat leaked out of her dark skin and her tongue was dry. She could sense no water nearby at all and so she sucked on the moss a little more. When a pile of boulders near the path created a dark and cool space like a cave, Petra laid herself down with her eyes closed and fell asleep.

The sky was dark and the air cool when she woke up groggy and hungry. Petra’s head ached. She ate a piece of salty jerky and sucked a little moisture from the moss again, but it was nearly dry and she was still thirsty. The space above her looked as if a holyfire had been made and these were the sparks floating up to the ceiling. It was beautiful. She understood from learning chants that the light was now from the moon and not the fiery-coloured sun. The moonlight reminded her of moss light; it created shadows but not glow. She could still see the path and began to walk again.

Petra stumbled and tripped down the trail. The stoneways and floors inside the halls and tunnels of her mountain home were worn smooth by thousands of feet over the centuries; these were rough, rocky paths that snagged her feet. She wondered who had walked this path before her. Petra’s rock-hardened calluses were now being ripped and scraped by roots and
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