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Brides of the Stone Sky Gods

Book Two

By Ursa Dax
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Skallagrim – SKAH-la-grim

Jolakaia – joe-la-KAI-ah

Koltar – COAL-tar

Koraba – koe-RAH-bah

Wylfrael – WOLF-rye-elle

Sionnach – SIGH-on-nock

Maerwynne – MARE-win-nuh

Rúnwebbe – rune-WEB-buh

Sceadulyr – shay-AH-doo-leer

Cynewylf – KOO-nuh-wolf

Heofonraed – hay-OFF-enn-rad

Vizhiri – viz-JHEER-ee
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PROLOGUE
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The stone sky god Skallagrim always thought he’d have more time. An affliction of immortals. Or perhaps just an affliction of a certain sort of male. The penchant to look fate in its relentless eyes, scoff, and simply tell the inevitable that it will have to come collect its due another day.

But even a god cannot push off fate forever. And even an immortal cannot escape the burning end when it comes calling.

I always thought I’d have more time. That was what Skalla said to himself when he felt his mind begin to blacken at the edges. They were the last words left in his skull before language began to dissipate like fog around him, inside him, until there were no words left but the broken echoes of what had once made sense.

I always thought I’d have more time. 

Time to find her. The one mortal creature in the whole shuddering scope of the universe who could have saved him.

And saved everyone else.

When Skallagrim felt his mind start unspooling, when the mate madness first took hold, he went to the one immortal he could fully trust. The one stone sky god who knew him deeply, who loved him, and was, he believed, strong enough to subdue him. He went to Sionnach, his cousin Wylfrael’s world. 

But Wylfrael was no match for Skalla in his rampage. Skalla’s berserker blood, inherited from his Bohnebregg mother, was an accelerant to the flame of mate madness. He became something formidable and terrible and not at all himself.

Wylfrael was defeated twice, evaded endlessly, until there was nothing and no one left to halt Skalla’s cosmic riptide of rage.

No one...

No one except the one small, singular, mortal creature he should have been searching for all along. 

His fated bride.

His salvation...

Or his undoing.
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CHAPTER ONE

Suvi
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Marta, Min-Ji, and I were in one of the caves of the new planet when the ship’s alarm system began to blare.

“Another one?” Marta said, frowning and pushing up her safety glasses until they formed a headband for her kinky, dark curls. “We already had one this morning.”

After what had happened to Torrance and the other soldiers on the last planet, we’d started running drills in this new world. Practice runs for if something like that ever happened again. If the sky turned to stone and some winged creature, brutal and alien and powerful beyond comprehension, came through, obliterating everything in its path. Whenever the ship’s alarm system went off, we were to return to it as quickly as possible.

And if we weren’t fast enough...

We’d get left behind.

Just like Torrance was.

That was three weeks ago. Three weeks since we last saw our friend in the ice and snow of the alien world we were all taken to against our will. Three weeks since the sky cracked open like it was made of earth instead of air. Three weeks since we retreated to this new planet, leaving her to die in the snow.

“Let’s go,” Min-Ji said, standing and brushing blue dust from the seat of her grey uniform’s pants. Unlike that last planet we were hauled off to, this one wasn’t plunged into the depths of snowy winter. The air here was dry and warm, no winter coats or snowpants required.

The lack of puffy clothing and snow made our steps quick as we trekked back out of the cave. We left all our stuff behind, as instructed for these drills, abandoning our tools and the little glowing samples of odd, bark-like fungi that grew in the caves of this world.

As we got closer to the cave’s opening, the alarms blared louder and louder. But it wasn’t just the bleating of the sirens that split the sky. That chaotic rhythm was underpinned by the sounds of...

Engines.

“Not a fucking drill!” Min-Ji shouted, breaking into a run at the mouth of the cave. Marta followed suit, grey boots flying over the hard, cracked ground, kicking up cerulean dust. Heart in my throat, I sprinted behind them. 

Paska. Shit. 

As a kid and young teen in Finland, I’d skated my ass off on the ice rink. But I hadn’t been a hockey player for years, and my cardio wasn’t what it once had been. The result was that the distance between my two friends – long-legged Marta and phenomenally fit ex-boxer Min-Ji – and me grew wider and wider with every step we all took through the dusty valley between alien cave systems.

This area of the planet was essentially all caves and the space between them. There was one supremely large, wide valley, and the other valleys split off from it like tributaries of a river, with bulging blue caves lining them instead of shorelines. At the end of this extra-huge valley was the ship. I saw it gleaming ahead of Marta and Min-Ji and at the very same moment saw the reason for the alarms.

The air up above was hardening, just like it had over the last planet. The gold-choked alien sky of sunset became dense. Opaque. Solid. Matte and dark and not at all reflective. 

It was only Min-Ji’s screaming that made me realize I’d slowed way down, distracted by the cosmic fucking horror of the sky turning into stone. Sweat drenched the back of my grey tank top and beaded between my breasts. My breath burned in my lungs as I stared upward, suddenly unable to take another step.

When the hard stone substance in the sky cracked, it felt like something inside me cracked, too. Like bone was broken. My body split from skull to spine. Min-Ji screamed again, and I was pretty sure she said my name, but I couldn’t look at her. Couldn’t tear my eyes from the darkness of the chasm in the stone. 

And the glittering behemoth that clawed its way out of it before diving straight down at the ground like a human might dive into deep water.

The force of that winged thing hitting the ground was catastrophic. A crater exploded between the others near the ship and me. The force threw me backwards to the ground, knocked every shivering breath from my body. Gasping, choking on the sudden, disorienting emptiness of my lungs, I fought to sit up, crawling backwards, further away from the cavernous hole ahead of me in the valley.

And further away from the ship.

I couldn’t see Min-Ji or Marta now. Couldn’t even see the ship. The planet-quaking power that had just pounded into the ground ahead set loose a torrent of rock. High caves and stone formations cracked and collapsed beyond the crater, creating a massive wall of blue and grey rubble that bisected the valley. Some of the falling stone poured into the crater, and I watched, wild with panic, hoping all the rockfall would subdue the alien thing at the bottom long enough for me to get to the ship before it left.

I should have known that was a stupid fucking hope. I should have known that I would not have been so lucky.

Because the thing emerged, dusty but unscathed, flinging boulders from its body as it climbed the way a human might shake off snowflakes.

It reached the top of the crater and stood to its full and dizzying height. It’s got to be at least two... two and a half metres tall... It was huge and terrible and all fucking wrong, some disturbed mash-up of dragon and man. A two-legged, two-armed, two-winged beast with emerald scales and a tangled tumble of black hair. I could tell right away that this was not the same creature who’d come from the sky on the other planet. I’d glimpsed that one too, and it had had entirely different colouring. Stony greyish hide, silver-white hair, and black wings dotted with glowing lights.

This one had similar lights, though. It took a second for me to register the glow beneath the dust. But now that the sun was setting, shadows deepening and stretching, the lights on its body grew brighter in the ruined valley. Shining gold veined between the scales and all over its wings, glimmering like little flames.

The little lights illuminated its thick neck, its reptilian snout, and what looked like the sunken, ruined place an eye should have been

But it still had one eye. An eye bright with fathomless alien rage.

An eye fixed solely, squarely, upon me.
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Skallagrim
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Drag body through the darkness. 

Darkness everywhere. Darkness hard wet cold hot, hot, crush kill claw ruin. 

Bleed. Drag body again and again and again. Drag up. Up up up. Hand in hard sky. Crack.

Down. Down like falling. Headfirst sucked right down to ground, into ground. Hard hole deep deep deep.

Word. A word for that. Word for bone drag down to ground. Energy attraction mass. Brevity cavity calamity depravity.

Down. Hard on top below and all around. Drag body out.

Stand.

New world. Same hot cold foul and fighting darkness.

Same same same.

Except...

Not same. Not same.

Ahead. One single spot not-dark. 

Darkness all around body. Inside body. Darkness as far as forever.

Until now. Until one little not-dark.

Another word for that. Shine sky eye blink bright night.

Not-dark not still. Wiggle worm crawl away.

Do not let it go.

Not-dark beneath body. Tendrils snap and lash. 

Collides. Connects body to the not-dark. 

And I can see again.
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Skallagrim
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I gasped, and it was like the very first time I ever took breath. I wrenched my head back, my eyes—no, my eye—wide and unblinking. My skull was going to split. I knew it. Could feel it. Feel the bone cracking, buckling, breaking under the pressure of the tsunami inside it. The ferocious wave, like a suddenly undammed river, filled me with sounds, tastes, thoughts, memories, memories. Memories when I had not had a memory in... in...

In I did not know how long.

I could not recognize it all, could not tell one memory from another. Could not place all the syllables joining and separating, words and not-words sparking into sound and then disappearing. It all crashed and took everything along with it, flooding through my head. A dauntless river, a wide and glittering river, a river that felt somehow familiar, like I’d swam in it, bathed in it, lived my entire life beside it... 

My life. What life? What life?

What life had I lived once? Who had I been until now? There was someone before the darkness. There had to have been. Someone distant and discordant, someone whose name was nothing to me now but the sound of water crashing over rock, wind rustling through the tall reeds of somewhere, somewhere, somewhere...

Knees digging into dirt, I groaned and closed my eye, clutching the sides of my head as the river slammed and swirled. If I let go, the bowl of my brain would crack and then shatter. And I’d fought too cursedly long to be obliterated now by nothing but the force of an entire life forgotten inside my own head.

It was all moving too fast. If I could just grab on to something, anything, maybe I’d be able to make sense of it all. Stop the river just long enough to snatch a single thought or word or sound.

There! There was a sound!

The sound of scrabbling through rock and dust.

I cracked my eye open, and for the first time since I did not know when, could see. Truly see. Forms and shapes and shadows and light. Light concentrated in the shape of a not-dark thing that ran from me. Feet flying. Arms pumping. Hair long and flowing like silver that comes from the sky at night.

I could not ever remember uttering a word out loud before now. Perhaps I never had. 

But I did so then. 

“Little star.”

It was a desperate rasp. A plea. An echo from the river. I could not tell if I recognized the voice or not. But I felt it come from my throat, so what else could that mean but that it was mine?

I panted and grunted on my knees, still clutching both sides of my head, and watched the bright creature as it ran. Everything hurt. Bone and blood vessel and sinew. Every part ached like my entire body had been stretched too thin for too long. Like each cell had been swollen, bursting, raging, brutal, berserk.

A word from the river, shooting out like an arrow took hold of me.

Berserker.

The further the creature got from me in this valley, the more my head hurt. And the blacker the edges of my vision became. The river receded, taking everything with it, until the crash of water was replaced by fever and fury and darkness so viscous, so vicious, that I nearly forgot how to breathe. 

I did not know what that little star was.

But I needed it. It had taught me something, brought me back to something, and I could not bear to lose it or be lost again. It had brought me back to language and thought and myself, whoever in the cursed skies that was.

I tried to call it back. Little star. Little star. But the words never made it to my mouth. Something between my brain and my teeth had stoppered it all up. Already, things were disappearing. I was disappearing. And maybe I never even knew the words I’d wanted to say at all. I tried to remember, tried to slice through shadows until I reached the pure chaos of the river’s churn. Little... Little...

Little not-dark. Do not run from me.

Limbs stretched and swelled. Scales rippled. Claws lengthened. 

Power surged. Power that felt like anger, like hunger, like poison, like pain.

Drag body through the valley. 

Darkness everywhere.
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I ran blindly, not letting myself stop or look back. If I looked back, I’d see it. That formidable, terrible creature that had shattered the sky. The creature who could have been hunting me even now.

I hoped to hell I had enough of a head start. Something seemed to have hurt it, or at least shocked it. It had been practically on top of me, looming over me on all fours and snapping its feral jaws. When my hand had smacked against its chest in my attempt to get away, it had rocked back on its knees, grasping its head, whole body straining. 

Rocks and dust sprayed from my boots as I sprinted. Fear made me fast, but it also made me clumsy, and soon my running was more like panicked stumbling.

I can’t keep this up for long.

I choked back a terrified sob at the thought of what might happen when I stopped. 

And the worst part of it all was that, while I couldn’t afford to stop running, I was running the wrong fucking way. I was fleeing from the hulking alien monster, but I was also getting further and further from the ship. A snap of my head upward told me the ship hadn’t lifted off yet. If I could only get to it...

Get to it, and lead the monster right to my friends?

I yanked my chin back down a split second too late, colliding with an outcropping of stone so hard it made my teeth rattle and knocked me flat onto my ass. I bit back a yelp as pain lanced up my tailbone. The pressure let up almost instantly, but there was no relief in that. Because I was being lifted. 

It has me.

It has me, and I am going to die.

There was no fighting a strength like that. The power at my back was like nothing I’d ever experienced. Like a living, breathing, pulsing wall of iron. Even so, I tried—I fucking tried—kicking and wriggling and screaming and spitting. One massive hand clamped onto my abdomen, the other sliding up until the scaly palm settled into place at the front of my throat. Its hand was so huge that its fingers reached easily around my neck, meeting its thumb at the base of my skull.

It was an odd thought to have, in the final moment before my death. The thought of how nearly human its hand was, despite the monstrous size.

I scrunched my eyes shut, waiting for pressure. Waiting for the end. 

At least I’d get to see her again sooner than I’d thought. 

Elvi. Are you waiting for me, big sister?

But the end never came. Instead, the creature sank to its knees once more, dragging me along with it. It held my back against its chest with one hand while the other released my throat. It didn’t stop touching me, though. That hand dragged upward to my jaw, passing over my face before sinking huge fingers into my hair. Tingles exploded along my scalp, and I shivered violently.

What the fuck is happening right now?

It wasn’t hurting me, or trying to eat me.

It was...

Petting me?

It was making a sound, and I realized with a start that it was speaking. I had no idea what it was saying, but the sound repeated over and over in a pattern that could only be words, at least to my human ears.

“Aerra bai. Aerra bai.”

“Let me go!”

It was probably stupid trying to speak to it in English. Even if it could speak, that didn’t mean it would understand. But even so, I did it again, and again, and then said the same thing in Finnish. Let me go. Let me go. Let me go. Maybe if I said it enough, forcing the words out of my terror-constricted throat, it really would let go.

It did not let go. But it did stop saying aerra bai, quieting, as if listening. It grew more still, too. I didn’t realize how much that thing had been shaking until it stopped.

I still shook. My whole body trembled in its grip. The muscles along my back tensed and tightened against the solid strength of its massive chest and abdomen. I spasmed violently when the monster’s snout moved down and brushed my cheek. Its breath grazed my neck, a heated fan that made goosebumps rise and pucker. The sweat from my sprint grew cold, and my clammy body shivered even harder.

My entire spine turned to ice when I heard the ship lift off.

“Let me go!” I screamed, my urge to fight renewed. I could not be left here. Not alone, not like this.

Whether it was a response to my sudden spasming, or a response to the new sound of the ship in the air, I couldn’t be sure. Either way, the monster tensed, standing and hauling me right up along with it. It was so huge that, simply by holding me one-armed against its chest, my feet dangled and kicked a metre off the ground. I gripped its forearm, both marvelling and cringing at the metal-hard strength beneath those scales. Golden light glowed beneath and between the scales, spilling over my skin as I scratched and squeezed. That light was beautiful. And it was warm. Warm on my fingers when the night-drenched air was turning cold all around me.

The only warning I had for what came next was a leathery snapping sound behind me. But I didn’t know until we were in the air that it was the sound of wings unfurling.

A scream tore from my lungs as we lurched into sudden upward motion. Both the alien’s arms were around me now, holding me against its chest as we arrowed into the sky. We were going so fucking fast. Faster than the ship, which was now below us even as it ascended.

I wondered if they had me up on the viewscreen, or on some scanner in there. No doubt they knew what had become of me.

No doubt there was nothing they could do.

They could try to shoot us down, I guess. 

Kill the monster and me all at once.

But that seemed less and less likely with every ferocious beat of the creature’s wings. We carved through the night like a hurled knife.

Until suddenly, we stopped.

The alien replaced one of its arms around me with its tail, holding me firmly while it raised its newly free hand. Directly above us, the stars dimmed as if being viewed through thicker and thicker ice. And then I couldn’t see the stars at all.

It’s happening again.

The sky was blackening, hardening. Turning to stone once more, right before my eyes. And there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. If I made one wrong move, one single slip, I’d be hurtling down towards the ground faster than I could say hyvästi. 

When the sky ahead was dense and coal-coloured crystal, the monster raised his gold and emerald hammer of a fist and smashed it. I flinched at the colossal crack of sound, then tried to quell the way my stomach flip-flopped in response to my movement that high in the air.

Just like before, a huge crack had opened in the stone. But this time, nothing came through it. Never mind flip-flopping – my stomach felt like it dropped out of my body entirely when I realized what was about to happen. That we were going to go in.

“No! Stop!” I sobbed, voice cracking as the monster beat its potent wings.

But it didn’t stop.

It plunged into the abyss beyond that crack and it dragged me right along with it.
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Skallagrim
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I barely knew what I was doing as I cracked open the sky. The words only came to me as I flew into the crack. Sky door.

I’d opened a door. I felt I’d done it many times before. The motions of the act were as natural as breathing. I did not know where the door would lead me. I had no name of any other world to call upon. I had nothing but my little star in my arms and the image of the river in my head. So I focused on that. On the river plunging and swirling and calling to me.

And it was like I conjured that river. Shaped it out of nothing but my own thoughts. Because when we emerged from the sky door, there the cursed thing was. Curving and serpentine below, blue and bronze under the setting sun of another world.

How I knew the sun was setting and not rising, I could not be sure. I just knew. Like I’d watched it disappear below that horizon, a thousand—no—a hundred thousand times before.

I hovered for a long moment, wings beating. I held fast to the little star and studied the river and the landscape that felt so foreign and so familiar and so out of reach even though I knew I could fly down now and touch it. Touch the water, the soil, the pebbles. The reeds and rushes whose tufts I could practically feel brushing my scales, the sensation something I was sure I remembered rather than imagined.

The river below us was calm. Its twin in my head roiled and raged, banging with watery fists, shouting the same thing over and over again. You have been here before.

I couldn’t stay up in the air forever. Soon, I’d have to descend to this strange memory-scape. But something held me back, and it took me a long moment to realize that it was fear. Fear that I could descend, smell the land and swim in the water, and that it would not make a lick of difference. That I could be in this world and know it without knowing it. Remember it without really remembering anything at all.

But, even though I could not recall my own name, I knew I was not the sort of stone sky god who held himself back in fear for long.

Stone sky god?

I could not spend much time chewing on that phrase, because the little star in my arms was moving. Shuddering and stretching and digging blunt nails into the scales of my forearms. I stared at its fingers against my arms. Slender and pale and tiny and soft. Its whole body was soft. Soft skin, soft hair, soft flesh over its bones. Soft little creature, so strange and so unlike myself.

“We’re here, little star.”

Where is here?

It did not matter. It did not matter because I’d caught this star and now, even though the sun had dipped and shadows opened their wings, there was no true darkness. For the first time in so long, too long, night was bright and clear with open-throated beauty. The reeds rustled, tufts and stalks shivering like the star in my arms.

I angled my wings and descended. And when I landed on the banks of the wide river, it was just as disconcerting and nostalgic as I’d imagined it would be. Because landing here felt like homecoming when I didn’t even know what home was anymore.

Home...

I tried to assign an image to the word. But the only image in my frazzled brain was the one right in front of me. The face of the little star I’d just set down on tiny feet.

I was still holding it, my hands curled around the creature’s narrow shoulders. I was not ready to let go of it. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Not when letting go meant darkness seeping back in. Not when it meant losing everything.

I needed this tiny, shivering thing with its white and grey eyes and its little nose and flat pink mouth. It was the answer to a question I did not yet have words enough to remember. The answer to something important.

“I do not know who you are, little star,” I said slowly. “And I do not know who I am.” The little star’s eyes got wider and wider as I spoke, like it could not fathom a creature such as me capable of complex speech. I could barely fathom it myself. 

The words felt old and new, difficult and true as I spoke them.

“All I know is that I cannot let you go.”  

For what it was worth, the little star did not try to go. It merely stood, trembling and staring, its liquid eyes tracking all over my face. Its gaze settled on one side of my face, above my snout, in a place I felt I should have been able to see out of. I released one of my hands from its shoulders, pressing my fingertips into a mangled void. There was a slight twinge of pain, like a wound not quite healed.

I had another eye. Did I lose it?

When? And how?

I let my hand fall from my face in consternation. I’d been so awe-struck, so relieved, at the little bit of light this star had brought back. But already my lack of understanding and memory began to gnaw at me. 

I had the nostalgia of this river. The little star. One remaining eye.

And I felt as if I had nothing at all.

“Come with me.”

There was little point in me actually saying the words. The creature in my grip could not have fought me if it tried. It was too small, too weak. It stumbled and cried out as I fastened my right hand around the back of its neck and led it forward towards the water. The water – the water ahead and in my head – had something for me. A key for the blackened box of my mind. If I just got in there, washed myself in it, submerged myself, maybe something would come back to me.

I was not willing to let go of the little star even for a moment, though.

So it had to come too.

The swaying reeds and rushes were even taller than the creature I marched before me. The puffed, fluffy tips of the plants grazed my scales and the bottom of my snout, a tickle so familiar that it practically itched.

The little star did try to fight me in the end. When we reached the sandy bank of the river and water sloshed over its feet, it yelped and careened backwards against me. I held it in place, then with a soft grunt, tossed it up over my shoulder. I didn’t have the focus to fight with the creature. I needed to get into the water, breathe, and remember.

I also needed to maintain constant physical contact with the little star. So this would have to do.

“I just need to get in the water. Stop struggling,” I murmured, wading forward as the little star bucked and wriggled. Its knees crashed against my chest, its hips bucking wildly at my shoulder. I clamped one arm across the backs of the creature’s thighs, then fastened my other hand across its backside, holding it in place as I waded hip-deep into the water.

I stopped when the water reached my waist, staring down the length of the wide river, watching the way the sun disappeared and turned the surface to something silken and hushed. I felt myself frowning, the muscles in my face wracked with tension in response to the answers that I was sure were right there. Right there and just out of reach. This water meant something. The corresponding river raged inside my head, throwing images and words upwards, like the bones of lost ships hurled up to the storming surface.

For a fraction of a second, the river in front of me and inside of me converged.

The sun warms the Bohnebregg river as I wade in up to my waist. I turn back to see someone – a male – in the water with me. Behind him stands the palace on the banks.

“But you aren’t even looking,” the man says. His hair is bone-white, his eyes burning like pale blue fire. His wings, black where mine are green, rustle behind him, lit up by both the drenching sun and the bright blue points of his starmap.

“You aren’t looking for yours either,” I toss back at him easily. It’s a conversation we’ve had countless times before. He’s always been far more reserved and risk-averse than I have. 

“I am younger than you,” he counters. “I have more time.”

I grin and thwack the water with my tail, sending a small tsunami crashing towards him. He does not even flinch as the glittering water explodes on his stone-coloured skin.

“Hard to believe you’re the younger one. You sound like some wizened old crone,” I scoff. He’s always been this way. A serious, stoic worrier. I slosh water at him again, more gently this time, trying to get him to ease up, to see that there is more time. There will always be more time. 

But his gaze only narrows, his wings twitching with tension.

“You know what will happen,” he says gravely. “You know what will happen if you do not find-”

He vanished.

So did the sun. And the palace.

I whirled, searching for him, but he was gone. 

I knew him. I knew him. 

What his name was, or who he was to me, I could not say. But I felt I knew him nearly as well as myself. That he was someone important. The place where my left eye used to be ached as I tried to keep the image of him fastened in my mind. My chest heaved, my breath catching in my throat. I clung to the only thing I could, the only anchor I had in this river – the Bohnebregg river. My little star. 

I clutched at its legs, feeling like if I let go, I would completely cease to exist.
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CHAPTER SIX

Suvi
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I’d long given up on fighting the alien monster’s hold on me. It was too big, too strong, and wasting my energy was pointless. Instead, as it dragged me into the river and held me on its shoulder, staring intently into the distance, I stilled. I carefully placed my palms flat against the muscled expanse between the creature’s wings, lifting my head and staring through the curtain of my hair to get my bearings.

This landscape was nothing like where we’d just been. There was no sign of the caves or the valley we’d come from. No sign of the ship, either. The sandy soil was a golden beige instead of blue. And all the water. We’d relied completely on our ship’s water supplies because there’d barely been any on the surface of the cave planet, let alone massive rivers like this. We knew from surveys and scans that the entire cave planet had been like that – mostly dry, with the only life forms being fungi and forms of bacteria. I gasped when, straight ahead, some sort of water fowl took off from a nearby bank, wings unfolding in a glittering array.

This isn’t the same planet.

I gulped when that instinctive realization hit me. My rational mind tried to fight against it. I hadn’t made it to the ship, so how the hell could I have ended up on another world entirely? I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to relive the moment when the winged alien had cracked the sky like the shell of an egg and pulled me through it. It hadn’t felt like much of anything at all. It had been like stepping through a door.

But somehow, on the other side, we’d ended up in another sky.

And now, we were standing in a freezing fucking river.

Luckily the thing holding me was so tall that neither my feet at his front nor my head at his back were in the water. But even so, my boots and the cuffs of my pants were soaked from when the alien had first marched me into the water. And it was cold. I shivered, curling my hands into fists against the scales of the alien’s back as I continued to crane my neck this way and that. Why it had carried me into this water only to hold me and stand there and stare at nothing, I had no fucking idea. For the moment, it didn’t seem keen on hurting me, at least. I’ll have to get away from it the first chance that I have.

But then what? My heart sank. I didn’t recognize anything around me. For the briefest flicker of a moment, I thought we might have been on Earth. But that water bird was massive, with four spindly legs, unlike anything I’d ever seen or heard of on Earth. And the reeds and rushes were strange, too. They had fluffy tufts, reminiscent of something from Earth. But in those tufts at the top were hard, gleaming threads of what almost looked like metal. Like copper had been spun alongside something as soft as cotton.

We were not on Earth.

Maybe I was dreaming.

Maybe I was dead.

No. 

My resolve hardened. There was no point in giving up and pretending this all wasn’t real. I had to function under the assumption that my senses were feeding me accurate information. I had to assume that this was actually happening, no matter how little sense it all made.

And I had to survive it.

Almost as if reacting to my inner thoughts, the alien suddenly tensed and whirled. Its breath came quick and ragged, and its head swung back and forth as if looking for something. Its hold tightened on me, and I held my breath, terrified it would crush me with the strength of its hands or drop me in the freezing river.

It did neither. It remained still and breathing harshly for a long moment before trudging back onto the riverbank. My hair swung with its movements. Blood pounded in my head as I shivered again, more violently this time.

I didn’t think the air was that cold, but the water had been, and the iciness clinging to my boots and legs was sapping the heat out of the rest of my body. When the alien had suddenly started and whirled, more water had splashed up the backs of my legs. Only my tank top and bra had come away from the river unscathed, but they were damp with cooled sweat from my earlier run.

Heat radiated off of the alien’s body, but I tried to ignore it. I rejected the instinct to burrow against its back and started twisting in its grip once more. Surprisingly, its huge fingers settled around my waist and it set me on my feet. Between what felt like an entire body’s worth of blood dumping out of my head, and the frantic, freezing, locking up of my muscles, I didn’t stay on my feet for long. My knees buckled.

I never hit the ground.

The alien’s claws shot out, grasping the front of my tank top. But the fabric was too thin, and its claws too sharp. With a horrifying sound, the garment tore as the weight of my body pulled backwards against it. The alien’s wings curved forward, curling around both of us, creating a strange sort of hammock of flesh that I fell into with an oof. The alien cradled me – it seemed such a strange word to use for a creature so huge and brutal, but cradling truly is what it did – before it slowly lowered to its knees, adjusted the position of its wings, then deposited me on the ground.

It stared down at the ruined tank top in its claws then looked back at me. Instinctively I slapped my arms over myself. I still had my bra at least, but that didn’t feel like nearly enough under the one-eyed gaze of the hulking creature before me. There was an exacting sort of intensity in the single golden orb of its eye. A hard and burning question in the gaze. Like it was looking at me, into me, and wordlessly asking who I was and what I was doing there even though it had been the one who’d brought me in the first place.

“What do you want?” I rasped through chattering teeth. The creature towered over me, unblinking as it stared. Its wings were still mostly around me, like a verdant canopy, blocking out the river and stars and sky until all that was left was that hard, alien body and strange, dragonish face. Something flickered in the eye, in the expression, and it opened its fanged mouth, once again stringing together sounds that really did seem like words. Whatever it said was ended, once again, with the uttering of aerra bai.

It had to be language. Especially considering the repetition of aerra bai. Whatever its motives, it seemed to be an intelligent creature.

Intelligent and powerful beyond belief.

It didn’t say anything else, instead once again looking down at my shredded tank top. Its scaly brows lowered, and it turned its attention to my torso. I shrieked when, in an instant, both my wrists had been grasped in its one huge hand and torn upwards and away from my body. The alien held my hands over my head with one hand and, after dropping my tank top, used the other to poke and prod along my neck and shoulders, as if testing the solidity of my skin.

Fear pooled in my belly, and I stopped breathing when it brushed a knuckled between my breasts and down to my abdomen. It said something then, some sort of a deep grunt that I had no way of interpreting, before letting my hands go. I hugged myself and tried to scoot backwards and away from it, only for my back to hit the wings that still cocooned me.

“What do you want?” I asked again, this time in a whisper. It cocked its head. As it did so, its long black hair shifted, framing its strange, snouted face and tumbling in tangles over its broad shoulders and hardened pectoral muscles.

Once again, it spoke, and once again I had no idea what the fuck it was saying.

More and more, though, it felt wrong to think of the alien as an it. It had language. It walked upright like a human. And there was a deep, wild, inescapable intelligence in the harsh probing of its single golden eye. I sucked in a shaky breath, my gaze trailing over the brutal angles of its snout and thick neck, down over the scale-covered pectorals and rippling abdominal muscles. The alien wore no clothing, and there were no discernable genitalia between its bulging thighs. Maybe it was stupid to try to categorize this creature. Maybe it was foolish of my frantic human brain to search for a scrap of familiar context where none existed. But even so, I couldn’t help the sudden and instinctive conclusion resounding through my body like a gong.

Male.

He felt distinctly male to me. And until proven otherwise, that’s how I’d think of him.

It was so, so warm in the folded shelter of his wings. Heat poured off of him, sweet and disarming, like dark syrup. It rolled over my shivering form as I hugged myself tightly. When he didn’t say or do anything else, I let my eyes drift over the glowing points of light twinkling all over his body, lighting up his scales like golden constellations. His scales were gem-like and so reflective that they multiplied the effect of the lights in the growing darkness, turning his body, from neck to tail, into a multi-faceted wonder.

If he hadn’t been so terrifying, I would have almost called him beautiful.

He had none of the lights on his face, but there was a distinct and solitary glow in his remaining eye—a fiery amber that got brighter, nearly white in the middle, instead of darker like a human’s pupil. I gaped when I realized that he had a thick fringe of sooty eyelashes above that eye, dusted gold with light from below. The lashes and the long black hair felt so non-reptilian, so at odds with his scales and wings and tail. Even the scales along his brow bone were darker, simulating eyebrows.

The sum of all the parts was... utter confusion.

I had no idea what to make of him or what to do about him besides the instinct bleating at the back of my head to get as far away from him as possible. But that instinct was at odds with my body’s need to remain coiled inside the walls of heat his wings and chest had created. I tried to reconcile the two panicking messages – the messages telling me to stay warm and to run – and soothed myself, telling myself that I would figure out how to get away the moment fleeing from him was safer than being warmed by him.

I almost wanted to laugh bitterly. I wanted to punch him, or maybe the ground. Wanted to rage against the fact that this was what my life had become – that I’d been reduced to stacking my physical needs upon each other in order of importance, hoping the entire tower didn’t crumble. That I’d become so calculating in regards to my own survival, prioritizing one bodily instinct over another. Staying warm came out on top. For the moment. But that would shift the second I needed it to.

The Scilla madeirensis can grow among hostile volcanic rock. The Sideroxylon spinosum has roots that go deep enough to find water in the driest climates, producing rich argan oil. The Cyrtanthus ventricosus only flowers after wildfire, bright blooms against ash, earning its name the fire lily...

The survival instinct was everywhere. Even in plants.

It was in me, too.

And wasn’t that what Elvi had told me at the end? When she’d been in the hospital? She’d made me promise not to miss her. She’d made me promise to be brave and to live. Because that was the most important thing.

I’d thought that warmth, for the moment, was taken care of. But I’d presumed wrong, because before long, the alien was withdrawing his wings from around me. My bum settled on the ground, and I tensed and bit back a hiss at the sudden inward rush of cool air on my bare skin. I almost wanted to beg him to put his wings back how they’d been, even though I knew he wouldn’t understand.

Maybe I can get away and make a fire... 

Find a safer way to stay warm.

The alien suddenly straightened, staring down the river. Night was fully upon us now, stars creating a glittering canopy behind what appeared to be two moons, one much larger than the other. His attention, for the moment, was not on me. Mouth going dry, I began to tentatively scoot backwards and away from him.

But the soft rustle of my backside against the sand made his golden eye snap to me like a slingshot finding its target. A huge, scaly hand clasped my upper arm, dragging me to my feet. It didn’t hurt, but the shock of the movement made me gasp. He eyed me sharply, scaly brow lowering as he peered downwards.

“What?” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. I still had one free arm, and I used it to hug myself, slapping my forearm against my breasts. The alien wasn’t wearing any clothing at all, so maybe it was silly of me to adhere to any human forms of modesty, but it made me feel the tiniest bit better to be somewhat covered under his strange scrutiny.

He spoke again, then, and it made my head spin to have an alien trying to engage in conversation with me. He was trying to tell me something, to communicate. That had to be a good sign, right?

But then again, even psychopaths were capable of speech. Serial killers could talk, too. It didn’t actually mean much, and that scared me.

Once again, he ended the string of unfamiliar sounds with aerra bai. I wondered if aerra bai was a phrase used in most sentences of his language. Maybe some kind of honorific, or a verbal form of punctuation.

“Aerra bai,” I repeated, entirely without thinking. 

His nostrils flared, his eye focusing even more intently on my face. Clearly, I’d shocked him by engaging in his own language, but I wasn’t sure I could have even helped myself from doing it. I was so desperate to understand this situation, to understand him. My human brain couldn’t stop itself from poking and prodding at every edge of the problem, from sinking into the familiar back and forth of language even if that language was entirely foreign.

“Aerra bai,” he repeated back at me, his voice a deep rumble. He raised his free hand, bringing his fingers and thumb close together, like he was pinching something tiny and invisible between his long claws. “Aerra.” Then, he gestured upward with that hand. “Bai.”

“Pinch... sky?” I said, frowning. Was he talking about what he’d done in the sky? How he’d brought us here?

It occurred to me how absurd this was. That I was so focused on figuring out some random alien phrase instead of thinking ahead to what came next. But the puzzle of figuring out this phrase felt somehow safer. Trying to understand a new word was more comfortable than deciding when I’d try to run from him and how I’d survive when I did.

And it definitely felt safer than thinking about how I would probably never see another human again.

Don’t go there. Don’t fall apart.

“Aerra bai,” he said again. He was an alien, and I was entirely unfamiliar with his facial expressions, but there didn’t seem to be any malice or aggression in his tone of voice. He wasn’t snarling it, or growling it. The violence in him, the pure chaos of his power that I’d witnessed on the other planet, seemed to have been gentled somehow. Like he’d eased back from the edge of something terrible. I hoped it wasn’t some tactic to get me to drop my guard. But then again, someone as strong as him wouldn’t need to manipulate me into trusting him before he ate me. He could have killed me at any point.

But he hadn’t.

He repeated the phrase again, and when I showed no new or obvious sign of understanding him, he suddenly crouched. He didn’t let go of my arm, instead letting his hand glide downwards, clasping my hand firmly in his own. He grasped a fist-sized rock from the riverbed and held it up.

“Loirra pak.” He tossed it down, then grabbed a much smaller rock, a pebble. “Aerra pak.”

Big rock... Small rock...

I remembered the pinching motion of his fingers from before. 

“Aerra! It’s small, right? Little?” I pointed to the pebble, then used my index finger and thumb to indicate “a little” in a similar gesture to his.

He stared up at me, then did something that nearly knocked me flat on my curvy human ass.

He smiled.

Despite the foreign features of his face, there was no mistaking the expression. His snout pulled, revealing his fangs in a way that wasn’t frightening or aggressive. His golden eye glittered. I was too dazed to smile back, and he turned his attention back down to the ground. His smile vanished, and he made a thoughtful grumbling sort of sound, rubbing at the underside of his snout with his free hand. His other hand was still wrapped possessively around mine, and I shifted back and forth on my wet feet, feeling antsy at the odd intimacy of it.

The alien stopped rubbing his snout and lowered his claws to the damp sand. Using a single claw, he started dragging deep lines through the sand. I recognized the two circles he drew but couldn’t figure out where I’d seen them until he gestured at the sky again.

Moons. He’s drawing the moons.

Around the two moons in the sand, he jabbed his claw downward over and over again, making a dozen or so little dots that I realized were stars. He pointed to one of the tiny divots he’d created.

“Bai.”

“Aerra bai... Little star?” I made the pinching “little bit” gesture with my finger and thumb again, then pointed at his sandy stars before pointing up at the sky.

He stood with such sudden force that I would have stumbled backwards if not for the firm hold on my hand.

“Aerra bai,” he said once more, and it felt like confirmation.

This time, I really did smile. I couldn’t help it. It was so small, so aerra, but it was something. The tiniest little win. It made me ever so slightly less afraid.

He’d said something to me, and I’d understood him.

Now I just needed to figure out why he kept mentioning a little star. Was that important for some reason? Something about space travel? He kept repeating it, so it had to have some meaning to him.

I realized I was still smiling. The alien’s expression had softened somehow. It should have been impossible in a face as brutal and alien and angular as his, but there was no other way to describe it. The intense brightness of his eye felt slightly darker, a crackling golden warmth instead of blazing flame.

“Aerra bai,” he breathed, squeezing my hand slightly. His other hand came up to caress the side of my face, and my smile froze. “Aerra bai...” He sank his claws into my hair. “Aerra bai...”

He was looking at me and only me as he said it. He wasn’t trying to communicate something about an actual star in the sky. It wasn’t a message.

It was a name.

He was calling me little star.

The elation I’d felt at understanding him, the small victory of it, imploded around me. I grew colder, my jaw tightening with anxiety. There was no good or sane reason for this alien to be giving me some weird pet name. 

There was no reason he should have taken me in the first place.

He wanted something from me.

Something that I promised myself he’d never fucking get.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Skallagrim
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My little star looked unhappy. Its pink mouth thinned and twisted, and the openness that had been there a moment ago was gone. A sense of deep frustration throbbed in my river-smashed head. The frustration of not knowing where I was, who I was, or how to communicate with the one being in the universe who seemed to be able to ground me. I did not know what the little star was meant to be to me. Only that I could not risk losing it now.

“Whatever you are,” I rasped, sliding my claws out of its hair, “you are important to me. You will remain with me until I can figure out why.” And until I can figure out how to remain in the light without you.

I realized that I had essentially trapped this creature. It was not a mere animal to be trained or taken. Like me, it was conscious and competent, a sentient being. I had no name for its kind, but it was intelligent and emotive and starkly beautiful with its wide, wet eyes and moon-river hair. I was doing something terrible, maybe even unforgivable, by capturing it like this. Dimly, I remembered seeing a few others like it before we’d come here. 

I took it from its people.

“There was no choice,” I said forcefully, as if trying to convince both myself and the little star of that fact. The sudden vehemence of my tone sent a wave of tension through the creature, and it flinched in my hold. The movement made the covered swells of its chest bounce, its cushiony abdomen sucking inward with a tight breath.

Everything about this creature seemed so starkly in opposition to myself. Small where I was large. Soft where I was hard. Delicate. Silken. Sweet.

There was a word for it. An important one.

I almost seized it before it was lost to the river. I snapped my jaws in irritation, and the little star gasped again and tried to shrink away from me.

I was scaring it.

“I don’t mean to,” I growled. “I am not trying to frighten you.”

I breathed out slowly and jerked my head away from the little star. I turned my attention to the river’s edge, studying it. The moonlight was bright tonight and I caught sight of my own reflection in the still water.

I nearly reared back with the shock of it.

I’d forgotten what I looked like, but even so I knew I did not look like myself.

I forced myself to confront the creature staring back at me. One blazing, maddened eye glowed like an ember in the water. The place where the other eye should have been, where I was convinced I’d had another eye before, was a mangled, dug-out mess of tissue. My hair was a harsh tangle about my shoulders, and somehow I knew that was all wrong, that I did not usually wear my hair that way. 

A braid. It should have been fragrant with oil, shining and combed and arranged into a long braid, then tied at the end with a sleek metal clasp. 

That was how a Bohnebregg male of my standing wore his hair.

A Bohnebregg male...

I tried to hold onto that thought, to follow it through the murk to some sort of conclusion, to connect it to other information about my life or this river or this world. But it slipped away. With a foul, frustrated grunt, I thwapped my tail against the water’s surface, shattering the image of a male I only halfway recognized and entirely rejected.

The little star said nothing, but I registered a tension in its hand as it tried to pull away from me. With a growl, I turned to face it once more.

“I will not hurt you,” I ground out. “I know I have done wrong by you. But I cannot...” My throat ached, and my voice sharpened in response to the feeling. “I cannot go back to the darkness without you.”

The little star stared back at me, mute and guarded. I forced myself to loosen my hold on its hand. Just slightly. Enough to indicate I did not wish to squeeze too hard.

But not enough to let it go.

“I will take care of you,” I rasped. “I will protect you, honour you, put your life above my own. You are my salvation and I will let no harm befall you. But make no mistake...”

A deep, primitive instinct spread dark wings inside me. An instinct that whispered, take, treasure, hoard. My spine prickled and my blood heated.

“Make no mistake. I will keep you. No matter the cost.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Suvi
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The alien led me along the riverbank for what felt like hours, never letting go of my hand. It seemed as if he was looking for something but he didn’t even know what it was. Sometimes he would stop and look around, eye bright, as if on the verge of realizing something, only to jerk his head forward again with a deep growl and continue plodding onward. The only sounds were the gentle sloshing of the water, buzzing insects among the rushes, our footsteps, and the heavy scrape of his tail through the sand. I kept pace with him. Walking held the chill mostly at bay and gave me something to focus on. One foot in front of the other. Over and over again.

But I couldn’t keep it up forever. I slowed and started stumbling more often, then limping, pain radiating from where blisters had formed on my heels in my wet boots. The alien noticed and scooped me up into his arms without a word. I should have fought him. I should have wriggled and scratched him and screamed.

But I didn’t.

Adrenaline had abandoned me, left me limp and empty. I was cold and so, so tired. Everything hurt. And for a moment, it was easier to be carried by a monster than to continue being in pain.

But even the alien seemed to be faltering. Tension crept into his snout, and he walked more slowly than before. I thought of how he’d crashed into the surface of the other planet, how he’d created some sort of inter-planetary portal out of thin air, and wondered how much energy such feats would take. It all seemed to be catching up to him, his steps getting heavier and heavier. My heart sped up, my brain instantly beginning to examine all the ways I might use his new exhaustion to my advantage. Maybe he’d sleep, and I could creep away and... and...

And what?

I had no idea where I was or how to survive here. And it was unlikely I’d be able to hide from him for long. He’d pursue me, and even in his current state there was no doubt he’d be far faster than I was. Despair pressed down on me like fog, and I grew even more listless against his chest. I let myself sink into the warmth radiating off of him because there was nothing else to do. And maybe it wasn’t too bad, maybe it wasn’t too dangerous to relieve myself of a little bit of suffering. Just for now.

I must have dozed off for a while, because when I stirred and blinked my eyes, the landscape had changed. The river’s shore had grown rockier, and instead of just reeds there were what looked like massive trees clustered a little ways back from the rocks and boulders. The moons appeared to be in a different position, too, assuming that we hadn’t vastly changed course. I gulped and shifted, earning me a sharp downward look from the alien. I froze under his stare.

It scared me that I’d gotten so comfortable that I’d actually fallen asleep like this. Who knew where he was taking me?

Something told me even he didn’t know. 

He paused, turning his head this way and that, sniffing the air but never quite seeming satisfied. Eventually, he turned towards the trees, taking me with him.

The trees were unlike anything I’d ever seen before. They had huge, tall, tapered trunks. But instead of branches or leaves or needles, at the top were giant white puffs streaked with what appeared to be metal, just like the river reeds I’d seen before but on a massive scale. My botanist brain was too tired to try to figure out how the trees might have worked. The fluffy tops of the trees, silver-white and gleaming with hard threads under the stars, gave the grove an oddly dream-like appearance, like I was being carried into the hushed illustration of a fairytale story book.

The alien carried me into the centre of the grove. Shadows pooled here, deep wells of darkness between streaks of light. He put me down, and it was pretty gentle, which I hoped was a good sign for whatever was coming next.

“Now what?” I muttered, crossing my arms over my chest and shivering. Even though it was a relief to be out of
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