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When my people inhabit fear and death, when Darkness descends upon the sanctuary of Light, I will move once more. In the travail of your soul, salvation will come to the Chosen. You shall journey to a New World and there remove from my sight the evil of its inhabitants. It shall be called Canellia of Jehul. I choose from among you one who bears my mark and carries my power. The One shall be called the Eye of Jehul, for I AM JEHUL.

––––––––
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The Eye is mine, set apart to my service and to no other. The One shall bear no offspring, for Canellia is your child and, in suffering, you shall bring her forth to a fertile and beautiful land.

––––––––
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The Prophecy of Erulia

13,752 Before Current Age

Translated from Ancient Pictorial

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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Is every Eden destined to fall?

Long ago, when the stars were young and everything was possible, there was a grand jewel of creation. The sapphire radiance of the planet Canellia reflected the brilliance of two suns as it passed between them on its, seemingly, endless orbit of bliss. Perpetual light waxed and waned from season to season, but never left its blessed inhabitants in darkness.

With most of its surface covered by water, Canellia teemed with aquatic life. Creatures of all shapes and sizes thrived in the sultry climate, racing through vast depths of ocean or basking in bays of vividly coloured flora, swaying in the surging current.

Canellia’s sentient beings lived on islands; people as varied and full of life as the sparkling waters surrounding them and as green as the plants intertwined with every dwelling. On the largest of the tiny oases stood a city, its undulating sculpted architecture soaring above and plummeting deep beneath the waves. On Canellia, function and aesthetics existed in perfect harmony as technology and transportation achieved a living art form.

The city swarmed with as much life as the sea, yet the people lived at a slower pace than their aquatic friends, savouring the beauty of the day and relative coolness of the lesser day as they went about the joy of living. Work, play, rest; these words bore no meaning for a people alive in wholeness. At the border of land and sea, they moved in water with the same natural grace and bodily flexibility as on land. Dancing, singing, love making ­- the sea caressed as readily as the rays of two suns.

Verdant green skin of all shades reacted to endless light by giving back energy to the atmosphere which, in turn, fed the waters in a symbiotic dance of harmony and unity. Children were born with the deepest and most radiant hue, giving off the strongest energy in their play. By the end of their lifespan, the colour had paled to a gentle pastel, with wisdom replacing vitality as their gift to the community.

Death held no terror; it was perceived as returning to the loving embrace from which they were birthed, having lived, grown and expanded. A celebration of music, art and feasting accompanied each passing, the traveller crossing the divide surrounded by multiple generations and the memories of those who had gone before.

Living in the deepest sense of community, there was no need for hierarchy or gender divide and no concept of jealousy or prejudice. Each individual discovered their own voice in the living orchestra and was allowed to flourish there. For millennia, countless pairs of jade eyes had surveyed paradise and seen that it was good.

Only one voice had ever pierced the peace of Canellia.

Erulia found her voice even before developing her ability to swim. Almost from the first, she had sung forth a stream of unintelligible words, until it gradually began to coalesce into something none had ever experienced before: prophecy. In a society rooted in the present, the future had never been predicted and was barely considered. Erulia’s prophecy hung in the air, heavily laden with a warning that none could understand. Having no idea how to deal with the anomaly, the Canellians strived to include their wayward child in the only way they knew how: Erulia’s prophecy was carved into a magnificent stone artwork, given respect and a place, before fading into legend.

And then it came to pass...

Imperceptibly, at first, one of Canellia’s twin suns began to diminish. On a planet bathed in sunshine, rays penetrated a little less of the watery vastness and life cast a weaker shadow. Whilst millennia rolled onward, the planet grew colder until, to the surprise of her bemused population, a new phenomenon appeared at the poles: ice.

As with all life undergoing a slow erosion of heritage, the people simply adapted to the arrival of night and deepening seasons. There came a day - even the ancestors could not recall exactly when - the ailing sun no longer shone and the ice thickened.

By the time the second sun began to fail, all Canellian people had migrated to the warmth of the equator and raised a generation of scientists to deliver a prophecy of their own: the coming of a deadly ice age.

As aquatic life slowed and decayed under the onslaught of glaciation, Canellians hurried to stay alive within the one remaining city, its former beauty buried beneath the need for warmth and almost perpetual darkness.

With storms of terrifying power lashing the city, the elderly, weak and sick perished in the arms of hopeless loved ones. The birth rate plummeted, as though nature was assaulting them from inside and out. As plant life disappeared, every animal became carnivorous or died.

Facing annihilation within a generation, Canellia poured what was left of her resources into a last, desperate bid for survival. She remembered the Prophecy and prayed to her God to reveal the Eye.

Then, when life was at its most desperate, Jehul answered.

*  *  *
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The heart-searing cries were so loud and visceral that they penetrated the mighty thickness of crumbling walls and floated into the howling wind beyond. A new born child struggled into life, but the wailing didn’t originate in that tiny body. Meto steeled himself against the harsh action to come; he knew what that sound signified.

Snow sprayed into the swirling air stream as he heaved on the door’s solid weight and entered the dwelling. Once inside, he peeled back his hood to reveal a face whose sage skin had weathered more than his twenty eight years would suggest. These latter times had been long and the living harsh, making endurance a lottery of hardness.

The owner of those cries had long since given up the fight to survive and succumbed to despair. Cort was six years younger than Meto, but clung to the blood-stained dead body of his wife like a living corpse, howls punctuated by the hacking cough of the dying.

Knowing, from bitter experience, that there was nothing to be done to save either the dead or dying, Meto scanned the tiny dwelling for the child. The emerald face of the new born baby peeped out from between its parents, smothered by their bodies and emitting no sound. The hollow eyed family stood back, pressed against the walls, making no move to comfort the grieving. Despair engulfed most of Canellia, despite Meto’s best efforts to provide an escape from oblivion.

“Cort, enough,” Meto snapped. “Silence!”

He dragged the whimpering Cort off his wife’s corpse, hauling him away from his child. Family glared, grieved by the harsh act, but did nothing to intervene. Meto placed his fingers against the female’s throat, checking for a pulse, but her open eyes told him she was already gone. Cort crawled into a far corner and curled into a foetal ball.

“Did you send for the healer? Has anyone checked the child?” Meto demanded, scanning the faces of the watchers. They all avoided his gaze.

Without the dead weight of his parents smothering him, the naked child was revealed as male. His tiny legs kicked out with force, showing him to be surprisingly robust and healthy, despite his continued silence.

“Let him die,” Cort moaned. “It’s a mercy.”

Meto sighed; he had heard this morbid pronouncement from ruined parents more times than he cared to recall. They feared dooming their children to a life of frozen hell.

“We’re building the ship for...” he began.

Cort cut him off. “Not enough time. We’re dead. All of us.”

Meto stared at the faces surrounding him; all displayed defeat. A gurgle drew his gaze back to the wriggling baby, still lying on the body of his mother. Meto gently wrapped the child in a fur blanket and drew him into his arms. He felt no particular love for the tiny scrap of life; he was simply doing what needed to be done. Using a clean corner of the cloth, he wiped emerald blood from the baby’s face.

“Jehul.”

The use of their God’s sacred name, coupled with Meto’s shocked expression, penetrated Cort’s delirium.

“What? What is it?”

He scrambled to his feet and peered down at his son.

On the right side of the child’s cheek, just below his eye, was a singular birthmark: three intersecting lines in the form of a Y. It was a design recognisable to every Canellian; they witnessed it every day of their lives, carved into stone. The birthmark was almost identical to the pictorial ancient symbols of the language of Erulia.

The mark was that of the Eye.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The colossal stone of Erulia once stood in the centre of towering architecture. The city shrank around it as the ice age bit deep, but the Canellians made a conscious decision to keep it at the centre of their dwindling lives as a reminder of who and what they once were.

The crumbling stone was a vestige of its former glory. Ice had forced its jagged fingers into every tiny crevice, shattering the surface and scattering its message to the wind. The beauty of ancient pictorial markings was fading into history alongside its doomed culture. Few could read the eroded carving with any degree of certainty. The Canellian staring at the mark of Jehul’s Eye was one of those few.

Layers of woven fur concealed his face, combatting the bitter cold, but every Canellian knew who he was, and not simply because of his unusual height. He stood silent and still, unmoved by the howling gale that lashed his frame with snow and ice. This was the last time he would gaze at the carving and he was burning the sight into memory. A gloved hand touched the eroded mark as though it was braille to the snow blind, but numbed fingertips felt nothing. He raised his head, staring up at the sky and for a brief, blessed moment the grey cloud cover broke, allowing a glimpse of the dying sun. All too soon, he was plunged back into gloom.

Snapping into action, he turned his back on the stone, burying the past in drifting snow. Leaning at an acute angle and engaging brute strength against the hammer force of the wind, he battled through invisible city streets, smothered by white out. Instinct kept him moving in the direction of the Construction Bay.

It seemed that the foul conditions worsened with every passing day as Canellia rattled its death throes. He had seen paintings of a city of light, before the sea of ice reached them, but the soft curves of that time were long gone, hidden beneath jagged edges of grey buildings battling to survive the elements. An iceberg towered above beleaguered survivors, its leading edge hanging over their last remaining haven like the angel of death. In its wake stretched the crushed remnants of the past. As a last rebellion against their fate, the Canellians had taken to chipping away at their nemesis, creating tiny ice sculptures of their own faces in the slowly creeping menace.

The faint glow of the Construction Bay flickered through a curtain of snow; a wavering beacon to a weary traveller. The outline of an ice statue materialised, standing alone in the gloom. As he approached, the statue turned to watch him pass. Hundreds of Canellians appeared and disappeared through swirling flakes, all making their way to the same bay. Passing through their midst, the taller traveller received a gesture of respect from each huddled figure: the placing of a gloved fist against the primary heart. He responded with a nod, but their eyes never met his.

A macabre groan echoed through perpetual night, as though a great beast was struggling to rise. The iceberg moved forward a fraction, unleashing a resounding crack. The ground beneath their feet trembled in fear, sifting and levelling snow dunes. He gestured for the people to hurry, but they needed no encouragement.

Reaching the sanctuary of the Construction Bay, he levered himself through the metal doors. The shrieking wind softened to a howl, dulled by the thickness of stone walls. Tall as he was, the breadth could encompass his entire height, yet even they would not withstand the coming blast wave.

He pulled back his hood and ran a gloved hand over ice encrusted hair, its shoulder length loosely braided at the base of his neck, not for decoration, but to keep it from his eyes. Even within the shielded outer bay, his steamy breath still hung in the bitter cold. They no longer had the resources to heat buildings where the children weren’t present. No-one complained. Being stalked by the inevitable, the people had grown quiet as the day of salvation, or abandonment, approached.

The traveller unwound layers of makeshift wrapping from his nose, mouth and forehead, revealing a strong, chiselled face, its emerald skin as yet unscarred by trauma. It did, however, bear a mark; a quite singular mark; a mark he had carried with pride for all of his seventeen years. Soon after a birth that took the life of his mother, his father had also succumbed to the climate, leaving Meto to name him Quaylan: the ancient Canellian word for Eye.

He was a handsome young man, even given the much older gaze. His bone structure and strong muscular frame received admiring glances which he acknowledged, but never acted upon. There would be no point. The Prophecy was his guide, telling him that Canellia, alone, was his child. It was a sacrifice that had cost him little, thus far. He had been raised without the slightest doubt that he was Jehul’s prophesied Eye and no-one had ever questioned it. The people were only too blessed to welcome their saviour, particularly once his frame had grown so comfortingly impressive.

In the outer workshops, frenetic activity greeted the arrival of the Leader. There was no time left to waste as the launch would go ahead in the ‘morning’. Harried engineers squeezed around a long queue of glittering young Canellians, none over thirty years of age, each clad in an identical loose fitting grey bodysuit whose material sparkled in the dim light. Most were engaged in the process of painful goodbyes to older friends and relations. The farewells were dignified and, considering the circumstances, muted. Tears were being carefully concealed.

Ever since the birth of Quaylan, Meto raised a chosen generation that would follow their prophesied saviour into space, escaping the death of Canellia in a gigantic vessel whose construction consumed all of their remaining resources. They were brought up in the knowledge that they would leave the older generation to die and were, therefore, taught not to engage too deeply; the Chosen were their family. Such clinical logic comes at an emotional price and doesn’t always work. The practicality was far more complex than such a cold ideal.

A portion of the mighty spaceship filled the far end of the workshop, a design, identical to Quaylan’s birthmark, laser etched into the metal. Goodbyes complete, each of the Chosen slowly shuffled up a ramp and through the open entrance, forming a queue that solemnly snaked its way through winding corridors.

The queue silently undulated out of Quaylan’s route to the ramp, leaving him a clear view of one of the more emotional goodbyes. Quaylan had very few friends, in the true sense of that word, his status of Prophet preventing him confiding his opinions and feelings to many. A weathered young man with hard muscle, tidy haircut and mint skin was one of the few.

At the age of twenty five, Milachay had attained an unusual level of wisdom and dependability, even for a Canellian. Much like his Leader, he tended to silent contemplation, rendering his few words all the more significant. The systems analyst was usually to be found lingering at Quaylan’s right elbow; a calm, constant watchdog. That reliability rendered this scene all the more distressing.

Milachay was buried in the embrace of his weeping mother, her hands clutching his head against her shoulder. His brother and sister, both older than the cut off age, had delivered their muted goodbyes at home, begging their mother not to accompany him to the ship. Promise broken, the widow told herself that it would be acceptable to follow her youngest son, so long as she maintained her dignity. Every vow failed in the face of reality. When she hummed a lullaby directly into his ear, Milachay’s celebrated fortitude cracked and his eyes swam with tears.

His wife and eight year old son hovered nearby, hoping to offer what comfort they could, without getting in the way. Lis was one year younger than her husband and a world away from him in character. Being an orphan, the separation held little emotion, other than excitement. All those she counted as family were leaving the planet with her. Not to mention Milachay’s mother had never liked her, making no secret of her disapproval of the overly loud and hotheaded. To be fair, she conceded that she did have a low boredom threshold and was already quivering in anticipation of the take-off.

At Lis’s side, glancing up at the motionless adults, stood a young boy, sketching the wordless moment in his ever present drawing pad. Like his mother, he felt the pull of adventure, particularly this close to the ship, but he could also empathise with his grandmother’s pain.

When she turned to leave, he tore the page from his pad and thrust it into her hand. She peered down at the drawing. It was rough and childlike, but he had caught the likeness of himself, Milachay and Lis, backing them with a blazing sun.

Kneeling in front of the boy, she folded his sketch, placed it inside her coat, next to her primary heart, and whispered, “Istran, take care of your father.”

Istran nodded and unleashed a smile that looked so much like Milachay it twisted her heart. Every instinct said to smother the boy in her arms, but that taboo could not be challenged. The children must not be distressed – so said the Eye and his word was always followed. She stood, gently touched her grandson’s cheek and exchanged one final, agonising glance with Milachay.

And then she was gone, rushing from the bay.

Quaylan hurried past his grieving friend, intending to avoid the uncomfortable display of emotion, but something made him hesitate. He drew in a breath to speak. No words emerged. He had no idea what to say and settled for a nod, sensing Lis’s gaze burning a hole in the back of his head. She wasn’t alone in believing him cold and arrogant. Her husband knew better.

Milachay swiped away his tears and forced a smile.

“To New Canellia.”

“New Canellia,” Quaylan replied, thankful for his friend’s stoicism, but desperately wishing that they could speak alone. They had agreed that this time must be granted to his family; he owed him that much.

Istran peered up at his hero, tucked the drawing pad under his arm and delivered a solemn fist to heart salute. Quaylan responded in kind, but a rare smile threatened to break out from behind the mask of serenity. The Eye would have no children, but Quaylan couldn’t help but like this particular boy and his warm hearted enthusiasm for everything and anyone.

“I’m proud to follow you,” Istran announced, with innocent joy.

Quaylan swallowed hard and bowed, not trusting his voice. Escaping the confusing swirl of emotion, he swiftly climbed the ramp and entered the vessel. The nervous queue of waiting youth shuffled out of his path as he made his way along the narrow passageway. There were more salutes, but still no eye met his as they gradually trundled towards an open door at the far end of the corridor. Each step took him past rows of sketches, poems and stories of Canellia’s past and final generations; the last gift and legacy of the soon to be abandoned. He barely noticed the poignant decoration – he had walked these hallways too many times – but he always felt the sudden change in temperature. The ship could hardly be considered warm, but it was liveable, at least until the entire crew were safely frozen in stasis.

Periodic hissing grew in volume as he approached the neon brightness of the giant Cryogenics Room. Another, much louder noise echoed down the corridor, carrying a characteristically frazzled tone. The owner of the voice was far from relaxed, but then, Quaylan had heard him for as long as he could remember and he had never sounded any different.

“No-one ever does what I tell them. I know what I’m doing. We should be ready by now. We would be, if you did things in the order I tell you. Don’t test that circuit with the override off, you idiot! Am I shouting at myself?”

Quaylan entered the cavernous room to find his Chief Engineer quivering at the far end, waving his ample arms in the air. Axil was noticeably larger than most Canellians and not in height. Despite eating the same meagre rations as everyone else, he had never been able to lose the tubby appearance, due to a slight genetic anomaly - or at least that’s what Healer Frayn said, when he wasn’t being obnoxious. It didn’t help that the glitch in his genes also accounted for the rare lime green skin and the even more unusual baldness. In fact, Axil had no hair at all, with the exception of a set of bushy eyebrows and delicately long eyelashes, all of which, combined with the bodysuit, made him appear like a permanently angry, shrink-wrapped bullfrog.

Axil had sneaked inside the cut off age for the Chosen by a matter of weeks and his tender conscience would never let him forget it. Guilt, coupled to a neurotic worry about everything, made him a hotbed of irritability and a vast source of amusement to some – but not Quaylan.

Around the quivering Chief Engineer revolved long suffering colleagues, all of whom were perfectly calm, due to a belief that they had everything under control. One by one, they were attending to the vast numbers of identical tubes lining the room in regimented rows of shining metal and glass. Hundreds of tubes already contained cryogenically frozen Canellians, perfectly preserved at their moment of escape. The ship could sustain flight for many hundreds of years in its search for New Canellia, but not life support for hundreds of Chosen. In order to prevent significant ageing, small numbers of maintenance crews would be periodically awoken to monitor the state of the ship, once take off was achieved. Even the Eye would take his place in his own tube. The prospect bothered Quaylan far more than the concept of prophethood, but not as much as it bothered Axil.

Despite having invented the cryogenic system and the protective bodysuits, Axil would have done anything to avoid using them; a fact well known by his nemesis, who was currently draped across a tube, nonchalantly waving at its nervous occupant.

Healer Frayn, at barely nineteen, was much younger and slimmer than Axil and never let him forget it. In stark opposition to Axil’s luminous colouring, Frayn’s seaweed green skin was so dark that it appeared black in dim light. His tightly curled hair had been cropped back when it threatened to get out of control, revealing sharp cheekbones and the brilliant jade eyes of all their race. He peeled himself off the tube and stretched each wiry limb, watching Quaylan enter out of the corner of his eye. Noticing that Axil had his back to their Leader, he decided to engage in more mischief.

“You need to hurry it up,” Frayn announced in his usual drawl, his words at odds with the relaxed delivery. “Quaylan’ll want to know why it’s taking so long.”

“I don’t care,” Axil snapped, biting at the bait, as always.

An artificial wheezing broke his train of thought.

“That console’s about to go.”

A pixie face popped up from beneath the console, its delicate olive beauty framed by the dirt tipped trailing ends of a sleek ponytail. Although in her early twenties, Palaxa was so tiny and graceful that she resembled a fairy of legend. Already a talented engineer, she also doubled as the ship’s unofficial counsellor, spending much of her time pouring the gentle balm of kindness over Axil’s neuroses. He loved her for it.

“Axil, there’s nothing wrong with...” she began.

The console moaned, squeaked and died.

“You’re behind schedule,” said Frayn, continuing to goad the overwrought Chief Engineer. “He’ll want to know why.”

“If he bothered to come down here, he could use his eyes. Tell his holiness it’s chaos and don’t bother me.”

Palaxa spotted Quaylan’s approach and realised what Frayn was up to. She narrowed her eyes at him whilst announcing, “Quaylan.”

Axil wobbled as he spun, dropping a spanner on the glass top of a tube with a reverberating clang. The tube emitted a whine. Axil kicked it. The whine slowly spiralled down in pitch until, finally, there was silence.

“That’ll be your tube,” Frayn quipped.

“Will we be ready?” Quaylan asked, diplomatically ignoring everything he heard during his approach.

“No,” replied Axil, frozen to the spot.

He never quite knew how he felt about the teenage saviour; in any event, nowhere near as sure as was Frayn, who was Quaylan’s greatest advocate – not that he needed one.

“He always says that,” Frayn told Quaylan, as though Axil wasn’t present. “He’s always ready. Unless he gets wedged under a console.”

Quaylan, not wishing to become involved in another senseless row between the warring duo, peered down from a great height at the tiny Palaxa.

“Yix?”

“Command Deck, playing with his other wife,” she replied.

There was a sudden sound of knocking. Frayn looked down at the closed glass lid of the cryogenic tube to see a bemused Canellian staring up at him. Frayn waved goodnight and pressed a button. With a deep hiss, the tube froze its occupant in mid grimace.

Pointing at Axil, Frayn said, “He’s worried ‘cause his own freeze down looms. Frozen side of flab.”

Palaxa reached up to slap the back of Frayn’s head. “Enough.”

“Who knows, maybe your tube’ll fail,” Axil snapped, scowling at the healer.

“If you were a tiny bit older,” Frayn shot back, “we could leave your huge backside here, frozen to the food.”

The shuffling queue of Chosen youth murmured at his flippancy.

“Frayn,” Palaxa sighed, flicking olive ponytail off her shoulder.

He simply shouted, “Next!”

A child shuffled forward, visibly shaking. No amount of parental training had managed to comfort this tiny tot.

“Hello. It’s fine,” announced Frayn, unleashing a wide grin. “I’m a healer. Just a little sleep.”

The child turned tail and fled down the length of the room, avoiding those trying to catch him by weaving in and out of the lines of tubes.

“I’m with him,” muttered Axil.

“Bring him back, please,” said Quaylan, in a tone that assumed his orders wouldn’t be questioned, principally because they never had been. “I’ll check on progress later.”

“Joy,” whispered Axil as Quaylan strode back out.

Palaxa crawled under an open panel in an attempt to repair the latest casualty. Axil couldn’t help but admire her undulating bottom as she squirmed beneath the machinery.

“She’s partnered,” Frayn pointed out. “You’re fat. And old.”

Axil humphed and waddled away.

One day, something’s going to get to that young idiot and I hope I’m there to see it.

*  *  *
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Quaylan’s exit from the Cryogenics Room was seen by the waiting Lis, Milachay and Istran, whose position, further down the queue, had just entered the vessel’s corridor.

“Can I go with him?” Istran asked, contorting his neck to keep sight of Quaylan.

“We have to wait,” Milachay told him, his mind still filled with motherly lullaby and the pain of abandoning his siblings.

“I’ll be asleep for ages,” the boy pointed out. “Can’t I help Axil? I know all the systems.”

“Axil doesn’t want your help,” his father snapped, sounding harsher than he meant. The situation had left his nerves raw and the constant excitement of his wife and son wasn’t helping.

“Axil would eat you,” Lis quipped, loudly, having joined the Frayn school of torture.

“Lis,” Milachay scolded.

“I’m bored,” she moaned, sounding younger than her son.

Milachay looked away.

“Why don’t you just go back to him, if you want?” Lis snapped. “You don’t have to freeze with us. We won’t know you’re there.”

Istran cringed. He hated it when they argued about Quaylan.

“I made a promise,” Milachay said. “When have I ever not kept my word?”

Lis sighed. Now was not the time for another repetition of their ongoing saga.

“Sorry. I know it’s hard for you. Everyone I love’s here.... and I love that you’re loyal, even to him.”

Milachay peered at his wife and son. Both were quivering in their suits and they still had a long time to wait.

“Alright. Take our mini leader to look at your shuttle.”

Istran nearly levitated with excitement. The shuttle had one of the few systems not yet crammed into his enquiring mind. “Really? Mother?”

“You sure?” Lis probed, wondering whether she should leave her husband alone with his grief.

“Go. Give me some peace,” he told them. “Come back before I freeze.”

Lis planted a passionate kiss on his lips and followed her son, who was already flying around the corner on his way to the Hanger Bay, drawing pad still tucked beneath his arm.

*  *  *
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The Command Deck was a hive of activity as the crew came, went and tinkered in an attempt to be ready for launch. Only one Canellian stood as still and silent as a statue, staring out of the great viewscreen at the beleaguered city, below. From this high vantage point, Meto could see the perilous fate of his doomed people in all its horror. The towering mountain of ice was almost upon them. He was neither excited, nor afraid; he had spent most of his life planning for this day and was prepared for his fate.

To his left, a hyperactive stick insect popped up and down, his bendy limbs swamped by the bodysuit, fingers flying in all directions, much like his pickle green hair. Yix pulled another stray strand out of his eyes, tucked it firmly behind his left ear and continued to beaver away at his baby: the supercomputer he named Eza, after his long perished little sister. The computer was the only child he was likely to have. Happily partnered to Palaxa since their teens, there was yet to be any sign of a pregnancy. Their disappointment had been discussed and accepted, at least outwardly. They had even offered to remain behind, but Quaylan refused; their expertise was necessary to the Chosen.

“Nearly there. Nearly time,” Yix’s stream of consciousness bounced along as though he was singing to a beat only he could hear. “So close. Almost there. Few more tweaks. We’re leaving. Yes, we are. Leaving the ice.” Yix glanced up from the flashing lights of the supercomputer, caught Meto’s eye and beamed. “Nearly there.”

Meto tried, and failed, to formulate a response. He settled for a smile that never reached his eyes and turned back to the screen.

“Finding warm. No frozen bits. Leaving,” Yix warbled, fingers flying.

Quaylan entered the Command Deck, pausing in the doorway to watch his mentor. Meto didn’t turn.

“Almost there,” Yix told Quaylan with barely contained pride.

“Good.”

Quaylan peered over Meto’s shoulder at the city he was shortly to abandon, along with most of its inhabitants. Although the older Canellian had raised him, after the death of his parents, theirs was not a father/son relationship. He was raised as a prophet, not a son.

“Words of wisdom?”

“Take off your coat?” Meto ventured, glancing at Quaylan’s reflection in the viewscreen.

Quaylan’s smile was all too brief. He peeled off the heavily layered fur coat, draping it over a console. It was immediately collected and taken to storage by one of the Chosen.

Meto turned to look directly at him. “You have no need of words from me.”

They stared at one another; a silent acknowledgement at the end of a long, hard road.

“Thank...” Quaylan began, but was cut off by Yix’s joyful announcement.

“Eza’s ready to run!”

There was a sudden cessation of activity on the Command Deck as every gaze fixed on Quaylan. Three strides brought him to Yix’s side and the sparkling innards of the supercomputer.

“Now?” chirped Yix. “Can I activate? Quaylan?”

The Leader didn’t hesitate. “Go ahead.”

Yix’s fingers darted over the console. “Here we go. Be born, Eza.”

The supercomputer burst into life in ever increasing psychedelic stages, each accompanied by Yix’s vocal sound effects.

Unnoticed, Meto left the Command Deck, taking one proud, painful glance back at the occupied Quaylan. He left as he had lived, without emotion or fuss, allowing leadership to pass to the younger generation with no ceremony or fanfare.

The final push of Eza’s birth sent a light display around the entire deck, provoking oohs from the watching crew.

“Eza, my sweet, are you on line?” asked Yix, bobbing up and down with excitement.

“Monitoring systems. Within parameters,” responded Eza in a deeply masculine tone.

The crew laughed as Yix tinkered. Quaylan didn’t join them.

“That’s no good. At all,” said Yix, finishing his adjustments with a flourish. “Eza, are you on line?”

“Still monitoring systems. Still within parameters,” replied Eza, now in the soft soprano tones of Yix’s wife, Palaxa.

The crew cheered as Yix twirled his scanner in triumph.

“The weapon?” Quaylan asked, allowing no time for premature victory celebrations.

“Your control only,” Yix told him. “She can’t fire without your direct order.”

Their Leader thought for a moment, gathering and containing any stray excitement before firmly announcing, “Eza, start countdown procedures.”

“Beginning,” intoned the supercomputer.

Quaylan turned to Meto and realised that his mentor had already left. The Command Deck went quiet as the crew suddenly found things to occupy themselves. He glanced at the door and looked back at the viewscreen. Something was not right. His heart rate was too high and there was a strange shaking in his left hand.

I’m not ready. Not yet...

He couldn’t let separation happen this way, despite Meto’s wishes. He suddenly strode from the Command Deck without a word.

Tearing his gaze from the doorway, Yix twirled the scanner. “Eza, talk to Yix.”

“About what?” she replied.

*  *  *
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The small Hanger Bay boasted a self-contained control room that could be sealed from the rest of the deck in order to open it to space. There was only one shuttle, resources being too scarce to create an unnecessary back-up. The craft would be used for possible scouting and investigation purposes as they travelled through space, collecting samples and useful supplies, as required. Two sliding doors, currently sealed, were capable of opening the deck to allow shuttle flight.

Istran hurtled into the bay, Lis hot on his heels. The loss of Milachay’s family had already begun to fade from minds far more engaged with the future than the past. The boy skidded to a halt in front of the tiny shuttle, its silver hull shining in the dim light. The only blot on its pristine metal surface was the Y laser mark of the Eye that adorned every piece of technology aboard their Ark. Tucking the sketch pad into the back pocket of his suit, Istran spun round to face his arriving mother.

“This it?”

“No. Mine’s invisible,” Lis quipped. “Of course this is mine. Part mine. Sort of. I’m one of six pilots. The best though.”

“Course you are,” Istran responded, mimicking his mother’s fast and furious mode of delivery.

“Want to look?” Lis shouted, giving a little hop of excitement.

Being loud, joyful, prone to daredevil escapades and convinced of her own invincibility, Lis had enrolled herself in the ship’s pilot program as soon as construction proceeded far enough to create one and attained the arguable status of Canellia’s best flyer. None of which had impressed Milachay’s mother, who was hoping for a much more sedate partner for her sensible boy. Unfortunately for her, Milachay’s stable heart was already lost by the time it reached adulthood, fixing on its polar opposite.

Unlike the vast majority of her generation, Lis was a genuine free spirit. Pear coloured wavy hair, streaked with shades of seafoam, hung unbound to her waist. Lithe and muscular curves pushed the shapeless bodysuit into something altogether more sensual. Many a Canellian male envied Milachay, but had kept his silence.

The unusual couple grew even closer when Istran was placed in their arms. He had inherited his father’s face and bone-structure, although he had yet to fill out into it. His hair was as wavy as his mother’s, but cut short like his father; however, it was his skin colour that most attracted comment. The mint of Milachay and pear of Lis had somehow mixed to produce the most glorious shade of turquoise.

“Open the door!” Istran hollered, bouncing off the side of the craft.

Lis hurtled past him and flung open the shuttle door. Istran took off, trying to beat his mother to the tiny gap, wedging them both in the doorway together. Grappling with her son, Lis dropped onto the deck of the shuttle in an ungainly heap. Istran landed directly on top of her stomach, squeezing all the air from her lungs in a giant puff.

“You weigh as much as Axil,” Lis groaned, when she could collect enough breath. “Get off.”

Istran dived off his mother and scrambled into the pilot’s seat. The adult sizing of the chair swamped the child, causing him to perch on the very edge, skinny turquoise legs dangling. Grasping the controls and pretending to steer, he embellished every move of the wheel and throttle with roaring sound effects. Laughing, Lis lifted him out, clambered into the seat and hauled him back onto her lap.

“Show me,” he begged.

“You asked.” She tipped him violently sideways, crying out in mock terror, “Emergency! Left engine failed. What are you going to do?” She flung him back the other way. “Oh no, both engines. You’ll have to glide.”

Istran’s hands grasped the wheel with excitement.

“Here we go!” she shouted.

“Here we go!” he hollered.

*  *  *
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The queue shuffled forward a few steps. Milachay scanned the corridor in both directions, but there was still no sign of Lis and Istran and he was getting perilously close to the head of the queue. If they didn’t return soon he was in danger of entering the Cryogenics Room alone.

He sighed, willing the stresses and traumas of the day to be over in the sweet, cold sleep of the cryo tube. His mother’s lullaby kept playing in his head and he feared it would never be silent. He almost wished that he had stayed glued to Quaylan’s side, instead of insisting he be frozen with his family.

As though manifesting that thought, Quaylan suddenly rounded a corner and hurried past, striding more swiftly than Milachay had ever seen him move. He was tempted to follow, surprised that the Leader would leave the Command Deck. Even more worrying was that Quaylan hadn’t even noticed his friend.

I hope nothing’s gone wrong. Please Jehul, make this work. We’re all losing so much in this attempt.

Milachay glanced at those left in the queue. If they were concerned, they weren’t showing it. To the Chosen, Quaylan was Jehul’s Eye and nothing could ever stand in their way. His very existence spoke of salvation.

Milachay sighed, again.

May it be that simple – for the sake of the children.

*  *  *
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By the time the last traveller made her way inside the vessel, those being left behind were already back in the wasteland of their dying city. It would have been wise to take shelter inside meagre housing, but they had already come to terms with their death sentence and had little interest in prolonging what remained of life. Every vestige of hope had been poured into the ship and its Chosen, leaving nothing for the doomed. There was no grieving for their fate. All that remained was to witness the vessel take flight and, then, oblivion.

Waiting a safe distance from the mighty engines, they encircled the vessel, braving howling winds and bone-shattering cold. Beneath their feet, covered by swirling snow, a crack appeared in the ice crust, widening and spreading like broken glass.

Meto was passing the great Eye on the outer door when Quaylan caught up with him.

“Meto.”

The older Canellian sighed. He had assumed that Quaylan understood enough to respect his wishes.

“When my parents died you...” Quaylan began.

Meto clamped his hand over Quaylan’s mouth, remarking, “Dear me, no.”

The two glared at one another in silence until, unusually, the hint of amusement crept into their gaze. Meto removed his hand.

“Jehul go before you,” he stated.

Quaylan should have repeated the blessing; it was expected. What he said was, “Thank you.”

The ground suddenly jerked beneath their feet. Both froze in confused concern, their gaze locked. There was a moment of stillness, broken by a rumble, growing steadily stronger. Equipment, scaffolding and tables shook, tools bounced and rolled onto the floor. The ship’s walls groaned under the strain as the rumble grew so loud that its roar drowned out the howling wind.

Meto grasped Quaylan’s shoulders, hollered into his ear, “Go. Now!” and shoved him away.

Quaylan raced up the ramp, pausing only to glance over his shoulder at Meto. His mentor was gone. He sprinted down corridors, passing what remained of the confused Chosen, and hurtled onto the Command Deck, just as Yix issued an order to the supercomputer.

“Eza, analyse outside conditions.”

“Scanning,” came the dutiful response.

“Close the outer door,” Quaylan commanded.

*  *  *
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Inside the Cryogenics Room, anything not tied down clattered onto the deck in a cascade of tools, cups and coats. Axil and Palaxa reappeared from the innards of machinery, exchanging a panicked stare.

“What the...?” Axil began, glaring at his vibrating technology.

A Canellian sat up inside his juddering cryo tube. Frayn shoved him back down and jammed his finger on the button. The glass lid clicked shut and froze the panicked look in place.

“Move it along!” the healer shouted.

Milachay was next in the queue. There was no way he was getting in that tube without his wife and son.

*  *  *
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Lis and Istran were playing with the controls when the shuttle vibrated.

“Mother...” Istran whimpered, the fun having swiftly drained from their game.

Lis hauled him off her lap. “We’re going.”

They clambered out of the shaking shuttle and raced across the Hanger Bay. The only thought pounding through both brains was the need to get back to Milachay.

*  *  *
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The towering iceberg delivered an unearthly groan and heaved its way forward. The overhanging crust cracked under the strain, dropping small pieces of ice onto the roof of the workshop shielding the vessel. The thud of each piece echoed throughout the entire ship.

“Ice moving,” Yix announced, his panicked tone rising an octave. “Crust unstable. If it all comes down...”

“We’ll be buried,” finished Quaylan. “Eza, emergency takeoff. Immediate.”

“Emergency countdown,” responded the supercomputer. “10, 9, 8...”

Quaylan pressed the ship-wide tannoy.

“Take off imminent.”

*  *  *
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Lis and Istran hopped and skipped over the remaining Chosen, who were sitting on the floor, blocking the corridor. The calm voice of Eza echoed around them.

“7, 6, 5...”

Mother and son hurtled into the Cryogenics Room to find the crew wrapped around machinery. Only Milachay was still on his feet and his expression could have curdled milk.

“4, 3...”

Istran and Lis skidded across the floor, slid up to Milachay and grasped hold of each leg.

“I hate you two,” murmured Milachay.

*  *  *
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The crew had already strapped themselves into their seats when Quaylan finally took his position in the command chair.

“2, 1, Zero. Engine start.”

“Start. Please start. Please, please,” mumbled Yix, putting a voice to everyone’s fears.

Quaylan closed his eyes.

As though in response to the silent prayer of the Chosen, the mighty engines burst into life, releasing a wave of superheated energy that swamped the outer workshop, incinerating benches and melting abandoned tools. The ice coating the walls melted into a stream of water and vaporised. The ship shuddered with the power coursing through the engines.

“Don’t explode,” Yix muttered. “Please.”

*  *  *
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Ice continued to break free of the moving iceberg in larger and larger chunks, clattering onto the roof of the workshop until its supports finally gave way under the strain, collapsing with a thunderous crack and peppering the exposed ship beneath.

In the Cryogenics Room, Milachay’s embrace of Lis and Istran tightened to a death grip. Palaxa crawled over to Axil, who embraced her, more in terror than passion. It didn’t stop Frayn peering at him and receiving a glare in response.

“Does this ship work?” Frayn goaded, unwisely trying to lighten the mood.

“You better hope,” Axil shot back.

The clattering above them suddenly ceased, to be followed by a much deeper thud.

“That’s ice,” Axil informed them. “The roof’s gone.”

“You think, genius?” Frayn snapped.

*  *  *
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On the Command Deck, Quaylan resembled a wax model of calmness. Yix was not doing so well.

“Take off. Please take off. Up. Up,” came his frazzled stream of consciousness.

As though in sympathy, the ship serenely rose.

“Yes, yes,” sang Yix, kissing his scanner.

Far above the rising ship, a huge chunk of ice broke loose from the iceberg and thundered into a corner of the vessel, making it jerk violently. The ship tipped under the weight of the impact. An edge scraped across the ice, gouging out a deep trough and threatening to tear a gash in the metal. A warning claxon shrieked down every corridor, striking terror into the hearts of the Canellians as they clung on.

“Attempting to stabilize,” intoned Eza.

“Please. Up. Up. Go,” muttered Yix, unaware that he was squeaking.

*  *  *
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Inside the violently tipping Cryogenics Room, everyone slid across the floor, bumping into groaning tubes which were, for now, staying locked in place. Axil crashed into the corner of a tube with a hefty, “Ooft,” using his body to shield the tiny Palaxa.

“Least you’re padded,” Frayn quipped, clinging to the leg of a nearby tube.

Istran’s head popped out from his sliding family huddle to yell to Axil, “Can’t Eza make us tip back with the little engines?”

Frayn snorted.

He’s right, genius,” Axil snapped at the healer.

As a small engine blast echoed through the room, Istran and Axil exchanged a satisfied smile. The ship began to tip back in the opposite direction, groaning under the strain. The vessel was struggling, but still rising.
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