
Table of Contents

The Draconim Series

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26.

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Author’s Note

Also By Lawrence Nault

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Draconim Series

[image: ]


The Draconim series is a young adult environmental fantasy series about youth, dragons, and the living planet they are called to protect.

Across the world, ordinary teenagers discover they are bound to ancient dragons—not creatures of conquest or fantasy spectacle, but guardians connected to the deep memory of Earth itself. Each dragon is tied to a different planetary force, and each young person is drawn into a crisis that reveals how human choices are damaging the systems that sustain life.

From air pollution and climate-driven wildfires to microplastics, melting ice, habitat destruction, overconsumption, freshwater scarcity, biodiversity collapse, and environmental injustice, each book follows a different ecological wound. But the series is not only about what has been broken. It is about what can still be protected, repaired, and remembered.

At the heart of the series are the Young Dragons: a growing network of dragon-bound teens who refuse to wait for adults, governments, or corporations to decide whether the future is worth saving. Their power does not come from being chosen above others. It comes from listening, learning, acting together, and recognizing that stewardship is not ownership. The dragons do not replace human responsibility. They demand it.

Blending adventure, ecological urgency, grief, wonder, and hope, the Draconim series invites readers to see the natural world not as a backdrop, resource, or battleground, but as a living system of which humanity is only one part.

These are stories for readers who believe the future is not something to inherit passively.
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Content Note: This novel explores real-world environmental issues through the lens of teen-led activism and dragon-human bonds. While appropriate for a YA audience (ages 12+), readers should be aware that the story includes:

	Themes of ecological destruction, including ocean pollution, wildlife harm, and toxic waste

	Instances of environmental injustice, corporate negligence, and community displacement

	Scenes depicting near-drowning, physical collapse, and emotional distress

	References to colonial history and intergenerational trauma through Indigenous and multicultural characters

	Moments of grief, fear, and resilience in the face of overwhelming environmental crises


This book aims to empower young readers while remaining honest about the challenges we face in protecting our planet. It emphasizes hope, collaboration, and the strength of youth-led change.
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Ethan stirred as the captain’s voice crackled through the speakers, something about descent and landing. He blinked against the brightness flooding through the window beside him, his neck stiff from sleeping at an awkward angle against the wall of the 737. 

“You’re awake,” his mother said from the middle seat, reaching over to squeeze his arm. “We’re almost there.”

Ethan grumbled and pulled his arm away. He stretched, as best he could in the cramped aircraft seat, rubbed his eyes, and turned to the window. The view stopped him cold.

Below, an endless expanse of forest stretched in every direction—dark green spruce blanketing hills that rolled toward distant mountains. A river snaked through it all, catching the light like hammered metal. There were no suburbs, no sprawl, and barely any roads. Just wilderness, raw and uninterrupted, nothing like the neat parcels of farmland he’d watched disappear beneath them leaving Sydney.

“Bloody hell,” he murmured.

“Language,” his dad said from the aisle seat, but there was a smile in his voice as he leaned over trying to past Ethan out the small window. “Quite something, isn’t it?”

The plane banked and Whitehorse appeared—a small cluster of buildings huddled along the river, looking impossibly tiny against the landscape. Then they were descending over forest so close Ethan could make out individual trees, and suddenly the wheels chirped against pavement.

The engines reversed with a roar and the aircraft shuddered as it slowed, the runway stretching ahead like a thin strip carved into the wilderness. Ethan leaned toward the window as the plane taxied past the edge of the forest. It felt less like arriving at a city than touching down in the middle of the land itself.

The airport was smaller than his high school.

As they rolled toward the terminal, Ethan pressed his forehead against the cool window. The building ahead was modest, single-story, practical. Behind it, trees. Beyond that, mountains darkening in the late evening light. The sun hung low but showed no sign of setting—it was nearly nine o’clock and still bright as late afternoon.

Inside, the terminal felt more like a large waiting room than an airport. Their footsteps echoed on the polished floor. A massive, mounted caribou head watched them from one wall. Through the windows, Ethan could see the mountains, purple gray in the distance.

“Bags are this way,” his dad said, shepherding them toward the carousel.

They moved through quickly—there was no crowd, no chaos. Within minutes they were pushing through the main doors into the cool northern air. It smelled different. Sharp. Clean. Like pine and cold metal and something else he couldn’t name.

Ethan stopped, breathing it in, a shiver arcing through his entire body. Two days ago he was on a beach in Sydney. It wasn’t much warmer there but at least there was hope for sunshine and heat. Here he would be seeing none of that.

“There’s our ride,” his mother said, pointing to a white cab idling at the curb.

The driver, a thick-set man with a grey beard, popped the trunk and helped load their bags without much conversation. Ethan slid into the back seat, pressing against the window as they pulled away from the tiny airport.

The wilderness pressed close on both side of the road. He’d never seen anything like it. Not in all the hours they’d flown, not in Vancouver, not anywhere. It felt like they’d reached the edge of the world.

“Welcome to Whitehorse,” the driver said, catching Ethan’s eye in the rearview mirror. “First time north?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said, still staring out at the endless trees. “First time.”

“You picked a good time. August’s beautiful up here,” said the driver, ignoring Ethan’s tone. He wasn’t the first teenager with an attitude in his cab. “Course, it’ll be snowing in a month.”

Ethan’s mother laughed nervously. His dad squeezed her hand.

“We will be here for the snow too,” said Ethan’s father. “Going to be working up here for a while.”

The cab driver looked up into the mirror, as though assessing his three passengers. “Well then, you will be part of the pool.”

“The pool?” questioned Mark.

The driver chuckled. “Some of us keep a little pool going, placing a bet on how long we think newbies will stay. A lot of people plan to stay, but we end up with a lot of summer soldiers and two-year-tourists.”

“And what are you going to bet on us?”

The driver looked into the rearview mirror, looking at Ethan’s father. “If I tell ya, I would be influencing you. That just wouldn’t be fair, would it?” he said, with a big grin on his face.

Mark laughed. “Well, I’ll give you a tip. I don’t think we are summer soldiers, but if we are still here past two years, it’s cause I cocked up and the company is punishing me.”

“If we stay past two weeks, it’s only cause I can’t find the cash for a plane ticket home,” grumbled Ethan.

The driver laughed out loud, pretending not to notice the dirty look Ethan got from his mother.

The cab wound down Two-Mile hill from the escarpment toward the river, toward the lights of town, that were beginning to glow in the gathering dusk that wouldn’t arrive for hours yet. Ethan watched it all, this strange, wild place they’d flown halfway around the world to reach, and felt something shift in his chest.

In the hotel, Ethan found his bed, grateful that his father had got them two adjoining rooms so he didn’t have to hang-out with his parents. His mother offered to try and order him some food, but Ethan had been feeling sick since eating at a crappy airport restaurant in Vancouver after they cleared customs. The food probably wasn’t all that bad, but he had eaten far too much of the greasy, cheese and hamburger covered nachos while they waited for their plane to Whitehorse.

Ethan closed the door between them, flopped on the bed, and found something on the television. He didn’t know what it was, and he didn’t really care. He just wanted the noise.

That noise didn’t help him much and Ethan shifted about restlessly before getting up and walking to the patio door. He looked outside before sliding the door open and stepping out into the cool air.

The first thing he noticed was the quiet. It was the kind of quiet he remembered from home.

Not Sydney, where they had been living the last few years. Sydney was never quiet.

This was the quiet of a night on their sheep farm outside Adaminaby, before the 2020 wildfires drove them out. After fleeing the fires, his mother had taken a nursing job in Sydney, which was how they ended up there. His parents always said they would return to Adaminaby and rebuild, but here they were now, a world away from friends, family, and the place that had once been home.

It was hard for Ethan not to be angry. His life had been torn apart not once or twice, but three times now. This was the third: his father had taken a contract in oil and gas that brought them all the way to the Yukon. The second had come a year earlier, when his younger sister died at just eleven years old from progressive lung disease. The doctors called it pulmonary fibrosis, but his parents believed the damage had begun with the smoke from the fires. Sometimes Ethan wondered if this move to the Yukon was really about work at all, or if his parents were simply trying to put as much distance as possible between themselves and everything that had happened.

Ethan stared out at the sky, lost in thought. It was a deep, rich, saturated blue, that was darker than day, but not yet black. On the horizon, a persistent band of pale amber-orange glowed as though the sun itself was clinging by its fingertips to the mountain tops, refusing to go down.

The city around him wasn’t really much of a city. None of the buildings were very tall, and he could see over them all to the Yukon river, a dark ribbon that wound through the town. The Mountains stood as silhouettes against the twilit sky, no smog blurring the view. In the streets hardly any cars moved.

“It’s a beautiful view, isn’t it?”

Ethan jumped at his mother’s voice. He hadn’t heard her come out to the balcony next to his.

“You okay?” asked Sarah.

Ethan shrugged.

“I am sorry we had to bring you here,” his mother said gently. “Your dad and I thought long and hard about it. Two years to finish up your school, then you can go wherever you want. We may not even be here that long.”

“I know,” said Ethan. “I just want to go back to Adaminaby.”

Ethan noticed a hurt look in his mother’s eyes when he said Adaminaby.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. The farm is yours to return to, but it will be hard work building it back from nothing.”

“Well, it’ll be the three of us, so it won’t be so bad,” said Ethan.

“Yeah...” Sarah’s response didn’t sound confident, but Ethan didn’t notice. “I am going to go in. It’s getting chilly,” she said softly, her breath ghosting in the cold air. 

Ethan turned back toward the river, missing the way his mother hesitated before stepping inside. A few moments later Sarah poked her head out the patio again. 

“We have a few days to tour before I start working at the clinic so look through some of the brochures and see where you want to go. It will just be the two of us. Dad starts work tomorrow. You should get inside before you get too cold.”
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“I am stiff from so many hours on planes,” said Sarah, before finishing the last of her morning coffee. “The woman at the front desk told me about this short hike and I think we should take it.”

Ethan rolled his eyes dramatically, reluctantly agreeing, his own body feeling the stiffness from hours on planes and airport chairs. A hike with his mother seemed a better alternative to staying cooped up in a hotel room. Besides, his father had left for work before breakfast, and Ethan felt a little responsible for staying by his mother’s side in this strange place.

They left the hotel just after ten. The sun was already warm, the sky that endless northern blue. Downtown Whitehorse stretched along a few blocks—low buildings, wide streets, and mountains visible at the end of every view.

“It’s about a six kilometer round trip,” his mother said, reading from the screen of her phone. “The woman at the desk said we follow the Millenium Trail along the river most of the way.”

Ethan shrugged, hands in his pockets. Six kilometers. He’d walked further surfing up and down the coast back home.

They found the trail easily enough, a paved path running beside the Yukon River. The water moved slowly, grey-green and opaque, wider than Ethan had expected. Across it, thick forest climbed toward the mountains.

His mother took a deep breath. “Smell that? That’s real wilderness.”

“Smells like trees,” Ethan said.

“Don’t be difficult.”

They walked in silence for a while. The path was an easy walk, fairly flat as it wound along the riverbank. A few cyclists passed them, and a woman jogging with a dog, but otherwise the trail was empty. It was quiet—quieter than anything Ethan had known in a couple of years—but it was a different kind of quiet from the farm. There was no traffic hum, no distant sirens, only the river moving beside them and the wind in the spruce.

After twenty minutes, the paved trail ended at Schwatka Lake. The lake was not a lake at all, just a wide section of the river created by a dam downstream. Another piece of information his mother read from the notes on her phone, and that Ethan had no real interest in knowing. 

They turned onto a dirt path that climbed slightly, following the signs for Miles Canyon.

“You doing okay?” his mother asked as she slid her phone into her pocket.

“You’re the senior citizen,” Ethan said. “This walk is nothing for me.”

Sarah shot her son a look, and Ethan knew that wasn’t what she had meant when she asked how he was doing.

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

She glanced at him but didn’t push. They had been doing this dance for months—her trying to reach him, and him keeping everything locked down tight. What was there to say, anyway?

The trail wound deeper into the forest now, into proper boreal forest with tall white spruce rising straight and narrow above them. Moss covered everything—the ground, the fallen logs, even the rocks along the edge of the path. The air smelled damp and green and faintly resinous, the scent of spruce needles warming in the sun. Shafts of late-summer light filtered through the branches and scattered across the trail in pale patches.

Ethan noticed mushrooms pushing up from a fallen log beside the path, bright red caps against the deep green moss. He didn’t recognize them, but they looked almost too vivid to be real.

“Look,” his mother said, pointing.

A squirrel darted along a branch overhead. It was smaller and redder than the ones that haunted the parks in Sydney. The animal paused long enough to chatter at them, its tail flicking in irritation before it vanished back into the trees.

The bugs were not as bad as Ethan had expected. A few mosquitoes drifted around them, but nothing like the thick clouds people had warned them about. Someone had told them that by late August the worst of the insects were already dying off. Still, his mother swatted at the back of her neck every few minutes as they walked.

After another fifteen minutes, the trail opened, and Ethan stopped before he could help himself.

Miles Canyon spread out before them—a narrow gorge where the Yukon River forced its way through dark basalt cliffs. The water churned turquoise and white through the gap, the color so vivid it almost looked artificial, like someone had poured glacier melt into black stone. The cliffs rose on both sides, maybe twenty meters high, their volcanic rock fractured into tall, vertical columns that looked as though they had been carved with a giant blade.

The sound reached them a moment later. The river did not simply flow here—it roared, the noise echoing between the canyon walls until it filled the air around them.

“Jesus,” he breathed.

“Language,” his mum said automatically, though she did not take her eyes off the view.

They stood on a wooden viewing platform overlooking the canyon. A few other people were scattered along the trail, some leaning against the railings, others holding up phones to take photos. Down below, the river slammed through the narrow passage with real force, nothing like the calm stretch they had been walking beside earlier. Spray lifted from the churning water and drifted upward on the breeze, cool against Ethan’s face.

“During the Gold Rush,” his mother read from a sign, “this was called the ‘graveyard of the Klondike.’ Boats and rafts wrecked here all the time.”

Ethan could see why. The water looked violent, churning over submerged rocks and throwing up bursts of white spray as it forced its way through the canyon. He tried to imagine piloting some rough wooden raft through that gap, everything you owned piled behind you, headed for goldfields you might never reach. One wrong move and the river would take it all.

They followed the loop trail, which descended a steep run of wooden stairs toward the river before climbing back up through the forest on the far side of the canyon. The boards creaked softly under their steps. His mother was breathing harder by the time they reached the bottom, but she did not complain.

At water level the river felt different—closer, louder, more powerful. They stepped out onto a scatter of dark rocks beside the torrent. The sound was immense, a constant thunder that drowned out the wind, the forest, even their own footsteps. Ethan could feel the vibration of it through the soles of his shoes.

Something caught his eye near his feet.

At first it looked like an icicle lying among the stones, a narrow shard of pale white that caught the light. When he picked it up, he realized it was just a rock, smooth and cool in his hand, streaked with cloudy white stone threaded through with clear quartz. He turned it once between his fingers and then slipped it into his pocket without really thinking about it.

“Ready to head back?” his mother asked after a while.

Ethan nodded.

The return walk felt longer. The sun was higher, hotter. His mother brought them water bottles from a food truck in the parking area near Schwatka Lake—eight dollars for two bottles, which made her wince—and they drank them sitting on a bench overlooking the water.

“Your dad and I,” she started, then stopped. “We know this is hard. This whole thing.”

Ethan stared at the lake.

“But we thought...a fresh start. Somewhere totally different. Maybe that would help.”

“Help who?” He didn’t mean it to sound as sharp as it did.

His mother was quiet for a moment. “All of us, I suppose.”

A float plane buzzed overhead, descending toward the water somewhere downriver. They watched it disappear behind the trees.

“It’s pretty here,” Ethan admitted finally. “The canyon was wild.”

His mother’s hand found his shoulder, squeezed. “Yeah. It really was. Though I was worried you might have to carry me up those stairs on the way back.”

“Told ya,” said Ethan. “Senior citizen.”

They laughed together, the first time in a very long time, as they watched the people pass them on the trail. While they finished their water, they played a game of guessing who was from Whitehorse and who was a tourist.

The walk back along the Millennium Trail passed in comfortable silence. It was the kind where they did not need to talk, not the kind where one of them was avoiding it. The river moved beside them the entire way, steady and constant, while the mountains watched from every direction. By the time they reached downtown, Ethan’s legs ached and his face felt sunburned despite the cool northern air.

His mother checked her phone. It was 2:47 p.m. They had been walking for nearly five hours, far longer than the short trail they had set out to explore that morning should have taken. Somewhere they had made a wrong turn, but neither of them were complaining about it.

“Hungry?” she asked.

“Starving.”

“Good. Your father is waiting for us outside the hotel to take us out for supper. He wants to show off his new truck, and he has something for you.”

They rounded the corner, and Ethan did a double take when he saw his father standing beside a massive silver pickup. The truck sat so high off the ground that it had a wide metal step running along the side just to climb into the cab. The tires were enormous, thick with deep, aggressive treads that looked built for mud, snow, and anything else the north might throw at them. A heavy guard of stainless-steel tubing wrapped around the front bumper, with a thick cable winch mounted at the center.

“This is yours?” Ethan said, staring up at it.

“Something else, isn’t it?” his father replied with a grin. “I couldn’t believe it when they handed me the keys. Funny thing is, except for being new, it looks like almost every other truck out here.”

Mark pulled Sarah into a hug and noticed the smile on her face. That had been rare since they lost their daughter. He walked her around to the passenger side of the truck and opened the door. Everyone laughed as he offered a hand to help her climb up into the tall cab.

Ethan eagerly jumped into the back of the extended cab and leaned forward between the front seats, immediately studying the stereo and dashboard controls.

The restaurant was only a couple of blocks away, though it took Mark a few tries to ease the oversized truck into a parking space. Ethan noticed several people sitting on the patio watching the maneuver with thin, judgmental smiles, the way locals sometimes watched newcomers trying to handle vehicles built for northern roads.

Once they were seated and waiting for their food, Mark reached into a bag beside him and slid two small boxes across the table.

Ethan’s eyes went wide.

“Two phones? Do I have to choose one?”

“Your old cell is pretty much useless here, so we got you the latest model, so you can keep in touch with your friends back home. The second one, you should keep with you in case you find yourself out of cell range, which doesn’t take much out here. It connects your cell with satellites.”

“Thanks, Dad!” Ethan started to open one of the boxes, but his mother stopped him.

“Best wait until we get back to the hotel.”

Ethan rolled his eyes. “Fine,” he said with a huff, but he was clearly joking with his mother. He set the boxes on the chair beside him, putting his mother’s sweater over them.

Mark told them about his day as they ate supper. He had checked out the house they would be moving into, but it wasn’t going to be ready for a week. He also stopped by the high school to make sure Ethan was registered for classes and to find out what his son would need. Mark expected some kind of exotic list of supplies from the school, because Whitehorse was definitely not Sydney. The list was entirely unremarkable, though the secretary at the school did caution him that it would be expensive.

“You have another day to tour with your mother,” said Mark. “Maybe while she is at work, you can shop for your school supplies on your own. Get to know the town a little.”

Sarah glanced at her husband, but he just gave her a wink.

“Really? Sure!” said Ethan, surprised at the freedom he was being offered.

“Just get your phone set-up and make sure it works so we can stay in touch. Your mother and I have new phones too, so we all have new numbers.”

They had barely stepped into their hotel room when Ethan started tearing open the boxes. He was so excited that he did not even bother going to his own room at first, lingering with his parents while he set up the new phone. Once it was powered on and the data transferred over from his old one, he slipped quietly into his room and shut the door, already trying to reach his friends in Australia, where it was late the next morning.
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Ethan jumped when the paper he was holding was suddenly snatched from his hands.

“You can’t wander around here looking like a lost puppy,” the boy said. “Bad enough you’re a Kiwi. You don’t want to advertise you’re new too.”

“I am not a Kiwi,” Ethan growled defensively as he reached for the paper that told him which class he was supposed to be heading to.

A tall, lean teenager stood in front of him, olive-tan skin and short dark hair tucked beneath a toque. Unlike Ethan, who had pulled out his trendiest clothes for the first day of school, the boy wore battered denim and a flannel shirt over a merino layer. The rough northern look somehow made his high cheekbones and river-glass green eyes stand out even more.

The smile on the boy’s face was disarming, and Ethan felt his irritation fade.

“You already knew that, didn’t you?” Ethan said, studying him more closely. He was starting to think he recognized him.

“I saw you and your mum in the store the other day,” the boy replied. “The way she complained about the prices—and everything else—your Aussie accents were pretty obvious. I figured I would test whether you were one of the angry Aussies or one of the laid-back kind.” He jerked his head down the hallway. “Follow me. We’ve got the same first period.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said, already liking his unexpected guide.

“Noah,” the lanky teenager said. “Noah Tallquist. And you are...”

He lifted Ethan’s schedule to read it.

“Ethan Lawson. Not a Kiwi, but someone whose mother I might want to avoid.”

Ethan laughed. He remembered standing beside the shopping cart in the tiny international foods aisle while his mum ranted about the knock-off Tim Tams that cost three times what they did back home. When she realized the store did not carry any real meat pies, she had nearly lost her mind.

At the time Ethan had wanted to disappear. Now the memory helped him place the boy in front of him.

“You were working there,” Ethan said suddenly. “That’s where I know you from.” He added with an embarrassed grin, “And you’re not wrong about my mother.”

“She’s not the first person to complain about prices,” Noah said, handing back the schedule. “Even my mum does it, and we’ve lived here forever.” He gestured down the hall again. “It’s not that big a school. I’ll get you to your second period, and after that you should be able to figure things out.”

The school days passed quickly over the next couple of weeks, which Ethan was grateful for because it gave him an excuse not to be overly social. He had been surprised at how friendly most of the students were. Back home his school had nearly twice as many kids, and there were more cliques than a footy team’s group chat.

“Hold up, Aussie!”

Ethan knew it was Noah before he even turned around. Noah was heading toward him with a few others while a larger crowd of teenagers spilled out of the school behind them. Ethan braced himself, not entirely sure what was coming.

“We’re all heading down to Timmies,” Noah said. “You should come along.”

Ethan relaxed immediately. “Sure.”

“Dude, you looked like you were getting ready to get jumped,” one of the others said.

“Kind of was,” Ethan admitted.

“We’ve got your back, Aus,” Noah replied with a grin.

A few weeks into the school year, Ethan’s life was not all that different from what it had been in Sydney. There was less to do after school, but he had never been the most social person anyway. The quiet gave him time to message his friends back home and keep up with everything happening half a world away.

Biology was the one class Ethan found himself looking forward to, which was the opposite of how he had felt about it in Australia. The teacher had unusual methods and rarely kept them in the classroom for an entire period.

Today they were not just outside the classroom—they were packed into a rattling school bus bouncing along a narrow dirt road.

The bus finally stopped where the road met the shoreline. Ethan stepped out into air that bit lightly at his lungs, sharp and clean in a way Sydney never managed. Mid-September here felt like the edge of something—not quite winter yet, but autumn already packing its bags. The aspens along the lake glowed yellow-gold in the slanting northern light, and the water beyond stretched dark and still as glass.

“Alright, everyone gather round,” Mr. Petrov called, already pulling sample jars from his pack. “We’re looking at permafrost dynamics today. This lake sits on ground that’s been frozen for thousands of years, but that’s changing.”

Ethan only half-listened. The biology teacher’s enthusiasm was relentless—every class felt like a nature documentary, which was fine, except Ethan was still adjusting to nature that could actually kill you if you weren’t careful.

“We safe out here?” Ethan quietly asked Noah.

Noah gave Ethan a confused look.

“Back home we worried about bluebottles at the beach and maybe a snake or two. You have bears and wolves and stuff out here.”

“You come from a place where everything that bites you can kill you, deadly spiders hide in your shoes, and bears drop from trees onto your head,” said Noah. “Trust me, you are safe here.”

Ethan wandered toward the water’s edge while Mr. Petrov launched into his lecture, something about the active layer and carbon stores. The shore smelled like wet earth and rotting leaves. His runners squelched in the mud—probably should’ve worn boots like everyone else, but he was still figuring out the unwritten rules of northern life.

That’s when he saw them.

Bubbles. Clusters of them rising through the dark water about three meters out, breaking the surface in irregular bursts. Not like fish feeding or anything natural he recognized. Just steady, insistent, and wrong somehow.

“Hey,” he called back. “What’s this about?”

A few students drifted over. Noah got there first, his movements quiet in that way Ethan had noticed—the guy seemed to glide rather than walk, always paying attention to things Ethan missed entirely.

Noah crouched at the water’s edge, studying the bubbles. His expression shifted, something flickering across his face that might have been recognition or concern or both.

“That’s what we came to see,” Mr. Petrov said, arriving with his sample kit and looking pleased that someone had noticed. “Methane. The permafrost is thawing, and all that organic matter that’s been frozen for millennia is decomposing. The bacteria produce methane gas, and it rises up, through the water. Perfect demonstration of a climate feedback loop.”

The teacher kept talking as he unpacked his equipment, gesturing toward the lake as though it were a diagram on a classroom board. A few other students gathered closer, some pulling out their phones to record.

Ethan was not paying much attention to Mr. Petrov. He was watching Noah, who had not moved. Noah stood staring at the bubbles with an intensity that made it feel personal.

“Earth is breathing wrong,” Noah said quietly, almost to himself.

Ethan stepped closer. “What do you mean?”

Noah glanced at him, as if deciding whether it was worth explaining. Then he looked back at the water.

“My grandfather says the land has rhythms,” he said. “Breathing in, breathing out. Freezing, thawing. This...” He nodded toward the steady stream of bubbles rising through the dark water. “This is something else. It is like when someone is sick and their lungs are full.”

Ethan felt something tighten in his chest. The bubbles kept rising, relentless, visible proof that something in the world was breaking in a way it was never meant to.

He thought of the news footage from back home: the reef bleaching white, summer bushfires turning the sky orange, drought maps showing his country painted in deeper and deeper shades of red.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I know what you mean.”

As Mr. Petrov continued explaining carbon dioxide equivalents and parts per million, Ethan found his thoughts drifting to Ellie, his younger sister. Noah’s words about the lake being sick, about its lungs being full, stirred memories Ethan usually kept buried. The teacher’s voice carried across the water, but Ethan barely heard it anymore.

The science made sense, but standing there in the cold September air, watching those bubbles rise like the earth exhaling poison, Ethan understood exactly what Noah meant about breathing wrong.

It wasn’t just data. It was watching something die in real time.

Noah stood, brushing dirt off his jeans. “Yeah. That’s what the science says too.”

The two of them lingered a moment longer while the rest of the class gathered around Mr. Petrov and his instruments, measuring and writing things down as the bubbles continued to rise from the lake.

Noah motioned for Ethan to follow and walked a little farther along the shoreline, away from the group. When he reached a fallen log, he sat and pointed high into the sky.

Ethan followed the gesture. At first he thought he was looking at thin streaks of cloud—pale brushstrokes across the grey September sky.

“Is that some kind of cloud,” Ethan asked, “or a sign of bad weather or something?”

“Dude, I am not some native from the movies,” Noah replied dryly. “I do not read the clouds and winds. Lose the stereotype.”

“My bad, hey. I did not mean to be a jerk,” Ethan said.

As he kept watching, the brushstrokes shifted and separated, resolving into large white birds with long necks stretched forward and wide wings beating with slow, deliberate power.

The sound reached them before the flock was close enough to see clearly: deep, resonant calls, almost trumpet-like, echoing across the lake and carrying through the cool northern air. As they approached the water, their formation loosened. 

The V shaped rippled, then unwound into a gentle curve, as each swan adjusted to the wind coming off the shoreline. Wide white wings tilted and corrected catching the light so they glowed faintly gold.

One by one, they dropped their feet—black, webbed, suddenly delicate-looking for birds so large. Their bodies angled back just slightly, wings cupped to brake their descent. Everyone at the lakeside could hear it now: the low whoosh of air passing through eight-foot wingspans, the soft slap of the breeze against feathers.

The first trumpeter swan touched down, skimming the surface for several metres in a whispering trail of ripples. Then another. And another. The flock settled like falling snow, weightless until the moment the water took them. On the lake, their reflections stretched and shivered. Their call grew quieter, more conversational, as they gathered into a loose raft. 

The moment of beauty was interrupted by a heavy, wood-splitting crack, the kind of sound a tree shouldn’t make unless something big was breaking it on purpose. Ethan jumped, prepared to bolt at the sound that seemed like it was right behind them. Noah grabbed his arm, pulling down to the log to sit beside him, motioning with his other hand for Ethan to stay calm.

Staying calm for Ethan was difficult as they listened to the deep scrape of antlers dragging through bark, a gritty, tearing sound that sheds strips of wood. Branches snapped—loud, violent, and far too close. Each crash felt like it was right at Ethan’s back, as if whatever was out there was moving closer with every swing.

Ethan watched as the teacher ushered the rest of the students back toward the bus. Then came the call.

It wasn’t a roar, not exactly. More like a low, resonant bellow, rising from somewhere impossibly deep in the animal’s chest. It rolled out over the water and the trees, a hollow, aching sound that vibrated in Ethan’s ribs. There was a rawness to it—part challenge, part longing, rut ruling its mind. A mate might hear it a kilometre away. To Ethan it was as if it was breathing against his neck.

The bus driver appeared on the shore, rifle in hand, which did nothing to calm Ethan. Noah held a hand up to let the bus driver know not to do anything yet.

Another antler-rack followed, harder this time, a full-bodied thud-crack that shook loose dead leaves from the understory. The moose, having advertised its strength and size and dominance, stepped out of the trees onto the shore between Ethan and Noah, and the bus driver who was shouldering his rifle.

The moose stopped and stared at the boys for a long time. Ethan felt like he could reach out and touch the massive animal whose legs alone were almost as long as Ethan was tall. It was a bus length away from them, and to Ethan it didn’t look like an animal, but a moving landscape, a dark, breathing piece of the forest that decided to step out of the trees, and was now sizing them up as a meal.

The antlers were the first thing Ethan tried to make sense of, a massive, sculpted crown spreading wider than his outstretched arms, the palmate surfaces catching a bit of the autumn light. The edges weren’t smooth like he had seen on mounted antlers hung on walls; they were chipped, scarred, worked over by battles and brush. They looked carved, ancient, and impossibly large—too large for anything that stood on four legs, which accounted for the hulking sweep of muscle that rippled under a thick, chocolate-brown coat.

The boys watched the fur shift with each slow breath, coarse and heavy, as though every hair carried its own weight. The moose swung its head toward them, deliberate and unhurried. The dewlap swayed beneath his throat, shiny black nostrils at the tip of its long, dark muzzle, flaring as it drew in the scent of Ethan and Noah. Its eyes were deep, dark, and unreadable. To Noah they didn’t look hostile or afraid. Just...measuring. To Ethan they looked like black holes ready to suck in his being.

With a chuff of dismissal, the moose turned and crossed the shore into the lake, wading in deep enough to dip its massive head in and draw up some of the tender grasses from the bottom. 

The bus driver lowered the rifle as the moose moved into the water. Noah stood up and Ethan followed as Noah calmly walked past the moose towards the bus driver. Ethan was anything but calm, never taking his eyes off the moose, which paid him no attention now.

Noah nodded at the bus driver who gave a simple nod back.

“Rutting season,” said Noah to Ethan “Don’t normally have to worry about them, but they aren’t in their right mind now and can be a little unpredictable.”

“And you think Australia is dangerous,” Ethan said sarcastically.
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