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THE SUN IS RISING OVER the dunes, painting the horizon red-gold and throwing deep curving shadows across the desert. Arin snorts and tosses his long mane, impatient for a gallop in the cool morning air, but I have to wait for my brother to catch up with us before we can move on. I step in front of the restless stallion, stroking his silky neck, calming him.

Shh, Arin. It won’t be long now and you can run free...

I look back. Jaken is leading his horse down the steep trail, twisting between the rock pinnacles, his footsteps muffled in the soft white sand underfoot. The rock walls shadow his outline, curving above him to almost create a tunnel that weaves a descent through the great russet cliff. This is the only horse-trail down the vertical barrier that separates the deserts of Irithen from the tropical forests of Karesh.

“Jaki! Hurry! We’re ready to go.”

He laughs. The sound echoes hollow and strange in the steep cleft.

“Alissa, can’t you just hold on a few more minutes? You always want to be on the move... and this place is too weird and amazing to rush through it the way you did.”

I let out a long breath of resignation. I really should try harder to understand what it must be like for a fifteen year old on his first trip to another province. Everything is so different from the way it is back home, from landscape to lifestyle to social rules. I try to recall those feelings of excitement in myself, at his age four years ago, on my first journey to my application interview at Kar university. 

Of course it had all felt every bit as fascinating and interesting for me as well... but that rush of excitement soon became swallowed up in the challenge of adapting to my new life as a student in tropical Karesh. I quickly discovered the many reasons so few Irithenis choose to submit to the rules and expectations of university discipline. 

This is my first visit home since I broke off my relationship with Tigan. It has been five months now and I still feel adrift. But in a way, that was the heart of the problem. I had to finally admit to myself I had been too influenced by his steady predictability at a time when I felt new and uncertain, an outsider in sophisticated Karesh. Maybe I can use this short break to build a different kind of confidence, find my own way of conforming while still having freedom to roam. In any case, everything will be different again once I graduate...

Jaken’s sunbleached blond hair finally catches the red of the rising sun as he emerges from the shadowed trail.

“Hey! Ready when you are!” His excitement flares white-gold against the russet cliff.

I gather my reins and make the leap onto Arin’s bare back. Pangaean horses are a deal taller and stronger than the animals of the early colonists’ homeworld they were named after––if the history vids are anything like accurate. It means that anyone who wants to ride has to stay fit enough to get up there without outside help.

I draw my sand-robe around my shoulders. A quick glance behind to check that Jaken is as ready as his challenge suggests and then I can give Arin free rein.

The flat gravel shield to the oases runs south, lying between the foot of the mountains and the vast shifting dune sea of the Meshkenet erg. The horse trail is worn straight and smooth from the passage of generations of Irithenis making the long journey between Kar and the five oasis cities, strung along the buried water pipeline like beads on a chain. The journey to spend the spring break with my family in Samar Makhan will take us almost two days. 

Capturing a giant sand lizard to cross the dunes would take only a day and a half and is the way I have made this journey each time until now. But lizards are cold blooded and can only run in daylight, so crossing the erg means baking in the blistering heat. This journey along the shield is luxury by comparison. If we make it to the water-canyon before the sun gets too high we can rest in the shade and continue in the cool of the evening. Knowing Jaken, he will probably want to keep going all night, by moonlight.

My fellow students from either Kar or Merkaan still find Iritheni culture impossible to understand and I have all but given up trying to explain. The veto on Pangaean air-shuttles even overflying our airspace is only partly due to the way Irithen’s clan chieftains insist on maintaining their semi-independence from the administration in the capital. I have never visited Merkaan but it is by all accounts extremely efficient, clean and tidy with every citizen provided with a house, job, and medical care as a basic right. Which must surely mean long lists of rules and expectations, something the warlords regard as totally unacceptable.

The other reason for the veto is more practical. The short but vicious daily sandstorm has proved well able to blast sand into any form of transport, whether air-shuttle or landcar. Even if the filters manage to stop the sand, they soon become terminally clogged with the stuff. At least, that is what the clan chiefs say and nobody really wants to argue with them.

Primae IV is not your average remote planet on the outer rim, the far edge of navigable space. Its resonance, far more powerful than the mere 7.83 hz of the colonists’ homeworld, interferes with coms transmission over any distance longer than five miles. And since resource extraction and use of machines disrupts the resonance, damaging everything from food-crops to human health, all new tec developments are meticulously checked before release for general use. Only the most advanced tec innovations make it out of R&D––and have never yet included anything that can use powerful transmission waves. 

I run my hand over the outline of the rolled holo-vis in its sleeve on the side of my pack. The five-mile coms limit means that these visits home are my only chance to message the friends I left behind in Samar Makhan. Yet in a sense, I feel caught between two worlds. Just as Kareshis find Irithen difficult to understand, my old friends who are now in full warrior-training find it impossible to imagine why anyone would want to live in either of the soft, pampered northern provinces.

Even for me, it was a shock to discover that so many students would want to build a career based on trying to beat the demanding standards of wavelength-compatibility. I am far more interested in training for the advanced levels of resonance skills, using the powerful frequency to enhance my natural abilities. These are skills that give me the freedom to roam the wilderness on my own terms.

I know that anyone engaging in a career as a qualified tec can expect to be well rewarded for every small innovation they manage to edge forward in Pangaea’s quest for development. However, this field of study holds little interest for me. 

Just as well, as I am useless at tec and always have been.
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MY GUESS ABOUT JAKEN’S choice to ride all night proves accurate. The trail gleams white and straight in the silver glaze of both moons and the horses respond to the cool night air, arching their necks as their hooves pound the smooth crushed gravel of the dry riverbed. We ride hard into the night, the crisp desert wind stirring my hair and the soft thud of hooves on the desert shield pulsing in my ears. 

I have so longed for this moment of freedom in the months of study and training, bound by the constraints of university rules. Irithen may be harsh and dangerous––but it is home and it feels like space to breathe. The elegant twin cities of Merkaan and Kar are linked by underground coms cable, air shuttle route, and maglev bullet train––but beyond that urban bubble the rest of the Pangaean continent is as wild and unpredictable as it has always been.

Alive. Primeval. Pristine. Challenging!

Through the generations, Pangaean colonists learned to compensate for the restrictions on tec by adapting to the powerful resonance and using it for navigation, summoning, entrancement and a whole range of other skills that now serve to give us power to survive the harsh conditions outside the cities. As someone born and raised to train in these skills, I sometimes wonder how humans managed to stay alive, before they fled their ancient third planet of a distant sun.

Dawn shifts the dune-shadows from black into blue-beige and I rein in to watch the sun break over the skyline. The horses take their turn once more to walk and regain their wind.

“So, Jaki, are you going to tell me the real reason you brought Arin all the way to Kar for me?”

“What? You mean you can’t believe it was just for the pleasure of riding back home with my beloved sister? How could you even think such a thing?”

“Fine. I’m more than happy to believe that was some of it. But confess, you did insist that I took you all around the university, plus every street in Kar city we could cover before the two days’ stabling fees ran out. Not to mention every student bar and entertainment venue you could persuade me to sneak you into.”

“It was fun though, wasn’t it?” 

He flashes me the impish grin that has been his signature ever since he spent his days following me around as an accident-prone four year old. I grin fondly at him.

“The degree of fun is not currently in dispute––providing I can erase my fear regarding precisely what form the parental displeasure will take if they discover how badly I have been corrupting my innocent little brother.”

That produces a brotherly snort of amusement and derision. Jaken’s reputation for disorder is easily as notorious as mine. Except for one significant difference...

No. Don’t think about that. Not now.

“Is it because you really are seriously thinking of applying to the university? Two Irithenis graduating from Kar, both from the same family––or even the same clan––would probably be some kind of record.”

“Alissa, you know perfectly well I never seriously think about anything.”

I raise an eyebrow by way of agreement and wait for him to continue. He gives a diffident shrug.

“Well, I had to check it out after listening to all the stories you’ve been bringing home! But I still feel that advanced warrior training is what I want to go for. Let’s face it, that’s what brings anyone the highest respect and recognition in Irithen––”

He glances across at me, suddenly remembering the tacit agreement between us to stay well clear of that particular topic.

“I mean, of course it’s different for you...”

“Jaki, just shut up.” I lean forward and urge Arin to a canter once more, the light of the rising sun warming my face as dry desert wind ripples through my sand-robe and tugs at my hair. I try to imagine the speed of our passage erasing the haunted memories clinging to me like old spiderwebs in a dark cellar.

The trail to Samar Makhan branches off to my left, cutting across the gravel shield until the boulder wall of the first city on the pipeline spreads dark and long against the dun sweep of the dune sea. The desert is shimmering in heat haze now and I think longingly of the cool interior of the house and the mist-shower that awaits.

The gate guard has no need to challenge either of us. We are both well-known in the northern quarter. Mostly on account of past disreputable teen exploits––but we have nothing on our records to suggest that we might pose an actual danger to the residents of the city. Except perhaps through sheer carelessness.

We dismount and lead the horses through the winding sandy streets to the rear courtyard of our home. Once inside the thick adobe walls of the stable, the heat vanishes and the task of brushing and watering becomes easier in the cool air wafting up from coiled underground vents and storage cellars. Jaken has warned me that my father and two elder brothers will not be home until tomorrow from their regular shift on pipeline maintenance. Then we have a three day break before the two of us are scheduled go out with our mother and take our turn. 

Maintaining the precious supply of desalinated water from the giant pumping station on the southern coast is a sworn duty for everyone in the oasis cities. If the line fails, the underground storage tanks can only last for around ten days, even with strict rationing. Needless to say, the priority that Irithenis give to careful maintenance means that we rarely need to fall back on the emergency stores.

Horse duty complete, I cross the courtyard, heading for the house and some refreshment. The high adobe walls are almost invisible behind the thick leaf-curtain of vines and fruit trees breathing moisture and scent into the dry air. I pluck a huge ripe nectarine as I pass and bite deep into it, the juice running between my fingers and dripping onto my travel-stained robe.

Jaken laughs. “Looks like they starve you of fruit in that weird city you’ve been studying in.”

My answer is somewhat muffled through another taste-explosion of spilled juice. 

“They have loads of fruit and everything else. I thought you’d seen some of that. It’s just different. And this is... well, it’s home.” I use my elbow to push through the door and then wipe sticky hands on my robe before dropping it onto the floor.

My mother must have already heard us come clattering in because she calls from the next room.

“You two! I left a tray of food in the kitchen. I’ll bring backup rations when I’ve finished this.”

I peer through the doorway. Someone I have not seen before is laid out on the table while Arima is stitching a jagged cut on his arm. She gives me a brief wave and turns back to her emergency work. Some things don’t change. Settling disputes by duel was outlawed years ago but it is still the preferred solution for anyone hotheaded enough to reject debate and mediation. My parents, and several others with medic skills, often find hopeful strangers dripping blood all over their doorstep and begging for help to avoid the city hospital and too many awkward questions.

I find the tray loaded with pickled dates and sliced oranges, together with tall glasses of iced ayan-leaf infusion. I hastily postpone thoughts of the mist shower, sinking gratefully into the pile of soft mossgreen cushions by the wall and cradling the chilled glass in my hands. Anticipating the rush of alertness from the herb is almost as good as when the real thing kicks in after a few minutes. I focus on the feeling as cool liquid runs down my parched throat.

Arima arrives a few minutes later, peeling off her blood-spattered apron as she settles herself on the cushions opposite us. She smiles, looking curiously from one to the other, waiting for our retelling of stories from our travels. We tease by holding off so she tries a prompt.

“So, Jaki. How was Karesh?”

“Interesting.” He keeps it non-committal, making no secret of his preoccupation with the food.

She smiles again, leaning back against the white-painted adobe wall, giving us our own time and waiting for one of us to volunteer something a little more descriptive. My mother is dressed in the same beige silk tunic and leggings as Jaken and myself, now we have abandoned our sweaty sand-robes just inside the door. Her sunbleached fair hair and green eyes are so like my own, typical Iritheni characteristics––except that most Iritheni eyes are blue. 

I have no idea where our different genes came from. But for some reason the history of Pangaea’s southern desert province is vague on so many aspects of our origins, I am unlikely to ever discover the reason why.

It takes only one plateful of treats before Jaken’s irrepressible urge for storytelling overtakes his hunger and he is in full flow, recounting every detail of his recent journey and his forthright opinion on every aspect of it. 

I notice my mother glancing in my direction from time to time as if encouraging me to break in and tell my own story, yet I can tell she is being careful not to push me before I feel ready.

This is always the difficult part of coming home. I know how hard everyone in my family is trying to put the past behind us. Keeping the focus on helping me make something worthwhile out of my life instead of dwelling on past disasters. But that care, that hesitancy, haunts every conversation like a grey shadow lurking in dark corners of the room. 

Maybe it will all feel easier tomorrow in the crowding and bustle of the others’ return. I scramble to my feet, scooping a large ripe fig from the plate on the low table.

“I think I’ll grab a shower now. Maybe the best stories will come together after I’ve been for a walk outside. I need to remind myself what the city looks like after almost a year away from it.”

I can sense Arima’s spike of silver-blue concern following me as I hurry out of the room.
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THE TWISTING STREETS of Samar Makhan are flanked by high adobe walls that cut the force of the early afternoon windstorm and ease the sting of flying grit. At least, to a level that is bearable if you have a good sand-robe to wrap across your face. 

Every surface is smoothed and rounded both by design and by erosion. Most doors leading to homes and courtyards are closed against the wind, leaving the sandy streets almost empty. Only a few citizens unfortunate enough to be forced outside on urgent business are hurrying past in this hour-long interlude of stinging sand.

I draw my robe closer around my head, wishing I had thought to bring my visor with me. No matter. Staying upright against the buffeting wind dulls the sharp edge of my twitchy alertness, brought on by an unwise mix of brewed ayan and ghosts of the past.

I have no particular destination in mind, simply a need to move, to change direction, my attempt to re-learn a familiar city as if it were fresh and new. The next turning into a narrow side street leads to a sector that has always been the traditional territory of market vendors. In practice most of the street traders are those selling jugs of strong alcohol, while others offer the wads of khatin-leaf that act as a rough stimulant to counter the worst disorienting effects of the former.

The familiar smell of spilled arak on sand mixed with the pungent aroma of powdered khatin-leaf hits me in irregular drifts, carried on the wind and sand assailing my senses. Most of the vendors have done the sensible thing and disappeared inside, leaving their wares safe within the heavy lock-boxes parked along the walls. Only a few stalwarts remain, hunched behind their stalls, their heads wrapped in layers of scarves. 

Their sharp eyes peer out, alert for new customers.

Weather conditions like this discourage most social discourse. The few interactions are limited to hurried purchases and the exchange of currency. Which is why I notice the slender young man engaged in an intense debate with one of the shawl-wrapped vendors. He shows little interest in buying any of the khatin-packs ranged on the small table and the vendor seems angry and dismissive. As I approach, the youth finally hears my sand-muffled footsteps and turns to look at me.

One glance and he shrugs back to his argument, evidently making a rapid decision that I represent neither threat nor relevance. I move to the opposite side of the street as I walk past, just in case the debate descends into physical violence as it often does in Irithen.

By the time I turn the next corner I should have forgotten the incident but it stays with me, scratching away at the back of my mind. I puzzle over the reason. The stranger is maybe two or three years younger than I am, unremarkable except for his deep blue-violet eyes and a light, slender build no heavier than my own. Or maybe it is the beauty of his features, fine sculpted, almost like those of a girl. And yet, somehow I know it was more than that, something within the half-heard words of the argument that drew my attention...

If I had not unconsciously slowed my pace, I would not have heard the faint cry of pain above the whine and hiss of keening wind. Cautiously, I retrace my steps and look back. The vendor has disappeared and now the young stranger is fighting two heavyset men who look as if they are rapidly moving in for the kill. 

I don’t stop to think––beyond the flash of indignation that the odds here are shamefully unfair. Irithen may be the scene of far more fights than anywhere else on Pangaea, but there is usually some self-respect involved. A warrior culture may be warlike by definition, but cowardice is heavily despised.

And this attack is more than cowardly. It looks like a serious attempt at cold-blooded ambush and murder.

I draw my hunting knife and head for the nearest thug. He hears me at the last second and turns, swinging his arm and giving me a warning glimpse of the long blade gripped in his leather-gloved hand. I spot his move-intent just in time to duck under the strike that would have pinned me to the wall if it had landed. 

I manage to make a hurried slash across the back of his knee as I roll clear. He stumbles and falls, a red pool soaking into the churned-up white sand underfoot. That should stop him moving anywhere and doing anything too lethal in the next few seconds, so long as I can keep well out of his reach.

I circle around, keeping a wary eye on the fallen raider in case my judgement was over-optimistic, and work my way closer to the other attacker. We are almost two to one the other way now and I have time to anticipate his moves, watching the faint trace of energy swirl around his limbs for signs of intent...

What comes next is a total shock.

The young man is holding his adversary at bay, a slender blade in his right hand and a speed and skill of movement I have only seen in the elite fighters at the head of Iritheni warrior teams. He glances in my direction, taking in the furious screams of my fallen victim. A brief nod of acknowledgement before he moves round a few paces until his opponent is facing me and looking at his disabled ally over the stranger’s shoulder.

I find it impossible to read the look of bafflement and anger on the bandit’s face as he reaches inside his sand-robe and pulls out a throwing knife. I grip my own blade, but it is not well balanced for throwing and if I miss I will almost certainly hit the young stranger. I back away, circling, looking for cover, trying to work out if the stranger can reach my attacker and stop him in time––

And then the thug flicks the blade across the distance, taking the fallen casualty in the throat before running around the corner into the side street and out of sight.

I stand frozen to the spot, unable to move save to lean against the dusty wall for support, listening to the choking last breaths of the dying assassin on the ground. 

None of this makes any sense. 

And is likely to take some awkward explaining if the city guards show up in the next few moments. I kneel in the patch of sand still clear of blood, forcing myself to check out the corpse.

A soft voice at my shoulder, surrounded by a surge of warm rose relief and gratitude. 

“My thanks. Talin val Marekin is in your debt.”

Never mind thanks and debts. I want to know what this is all about. 

“Alissa val Astaria releases you from it already, if you tell me what in all the hells is going on here!”

He shrugs impatiently. “We don’t have time.” His hands are already busy, hurriedly searching the corpse. I can tell he is after information, not loot, as he casts aside the coin-purse strapped to the man’s waist.

I stare at him, letting out a huff of exasperation. 

“At least tell me why they wanted to kill you and why that grunt executed his own ally instead. That’s only fair, seeing as I might now be on their assassination list as well.”

Talin pauses briefly in his search, almost thoughtful. 

“No. I think that is unlikely.” He hears my indignant snort and looks up. “Look, Alissa, his actions make a murderous kind of sense. As soon as he saw the situation had gone against him, he knew he could not kill both of us and remove all the evidence, including a disabled casualty. So he made sure his immobile friend would not reveal their identities and purpose under interrogation by the city authorities. And as you have already noticed, this is not a common practice among bandits so it’s likely one or both of us may be suspects in this murder.”

“And then he escaped so he could come back for another go at unfinished business. That is what I mean. Is his second attempt likely to include me as well?”

He hesitates once more. “Hm. Possibly.” He glances down at the corpse. “I found nothing informative on him. I managed to inflict a wound on the hand of the other one and he may have left a blood trail.” He springs to his feet. “Alissa, I think the two of us tracking him together may have better luck.”

I refrain from mentioning that this might have been a better plan if we had embarked on it straight away, but that would risk losing Talin’s cooperation. Now that he appears to be taking some initiative I prefer not to lose his backup.

The blood-trail is sparse, barely a few drops here and there, sometimes so scuffed by footprints into the soft sand to be almost invisible. After dozen or so yards I find a couple of marks turning sharply to the right. I find it hard to imagine that a would-be murderer has decided to visit one of the busiest taverns in the city for a relaxing drink. More likely he figured that a crowded bar might provide better cover than the almost-empty streets. That will soon change, as the wind is already easing.

I look round, hoping to work out some kind of plan with Talin, only to discover that he has silently disappeared.

I feel betrayed. 

So much for backup. I should have guessed he was only interested in his own agenda. And I risked my life to help him!

I force myself to focus. Either I go inside and see this through or I spend the rest of my visit to the city looking over my shoulder and waiting to be ambushed. 

I step back hastily as a party of Sandriders emerges, seven hefty warriors strapping on their sand-packs as they leave, checking the angle of the sun to ensure they have not stayed in the city for too long.

As soon as the way is clear I walk in through the half-open door, noticing the faint smear of fresh blood on the wall.
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INSIDE THE BAR, THE miasma of dust and sweat weaves around the tang of strong alcohol and threatens to overload my senses. The large room is noisy and crowded, which is no surprise. Anyone finding themselves outside in a windstorm can easily be persuaded that joining the regular customers in the shelter of a place like this might be infinitely preferable to enduring clouds of stinging sand and grit in the face. 

I elbow my way cautiously through the jostling mass of customers and waiters edging past each other to deliver food and drink. Strong arak mainly, if the loud, slurred speech of the clientele is anything to go by––and if the haze of smoke is what I think it is, a deal of inhaled khatin-leaf as well.

I check the faces nearest me but none of them look anything like my quarry. Not all residents of Samar Makhan are well-dressed by the standards of sophisticated Karesh, but the fleeing assassin had the lean, mean look of one of the wild sand-rats who inhabit the fringes of Iritheni society. They seem to subsist mainly on the proceeds of robbery and kidnap––which is what I assumed was going on when I first saw the fight out in the street.

What changed my understanding of it was the murder of the helpless casualty. No sand-rat would do something like that in the middle of a heist. Not necessarily from a sense of decency, but simply because they have nothing to hide, under interrogation or otherwise. They move around too often for their temporary bases to be discovered and the city guards already know their purpose, which is to spot an opportunity and make whatever profit from it they can.

I suddenly feel a jolt of recognition, but the face is not that of my quarry. Marpa is the city leader of Samar Makhan. He is a big, powerful man in his forties, with russet hair tied back in a short queue at his neck. He is my father’s cousin, which is probably why he notices me, even in the crowd. 

The other reason he knows my face well is because he has spent many hours with me, each time I found myself precariously on the wrong side of law and order. He had the thankless task of supporting my father, trying to convince me to rejoin the more respectable ranks of Iritheni society. Fortunately he is a man of exceptional patience.

Marpa has chosen his usual spot, settled in a dark corner where he can watch everyone coming and going. His preference is to keep order in this volatile city by skill and surveillance––rather than heavy-handed arrests that too easily provoke an escalation of whatever hostilities were there in the first place. 

He is watching me over the shoulder of the man he is drinking with and who is sitting with his back to me. The fact that the head of city security has a previous engagement gives me the chance to acknowledge him with a polite but brief smile and then hurriedly move on.

I can feel his gaze on my back and there is a shade of deep green suspicion in it. Just what I was hoping to avoid. I weave through the packed crowd to the rear door as rapidly as the press of bodies allows. If I get caught up in trying to explain the dead assassin in the street I will never catch the perpetrator, especially if my explanation involves the unlikely story that he was killed by his own companion.

The need to evade Marpa’s suspicions is conflicting badly with my focus on the search, but at last I spot a smudge of red on one of the grubby adobe pillars that supports the ceiling. It looks as if the fugitive intended to simply cut through the crowd to throw off pursuit and then make his escape out into the streets again. That probably means he is going for the boulder-wall to reach the open desert. Then he can disappear into the unknown sinks these bandits use to conceal their predations.

I shove my way through the half open doorway and into the alleyway at the back of the building.

And stop. The would-be assassin lies dead in a pool of blood at my feet. I look wildly around but the cramped, grimy alley looks deserted. 

My mistake. A heavy shape emerges from the dark shadows behind me, clumping one gauntleted hand on my shoulder while the other grabs a handful of my hair. Another scrawny figure emerges, a woman holding a broad blade and eyeing me up and down, cautiously, but with deadly intent. She wants to be sure my captor has a firm grip before moving in for the kill.

How many more are there in this gang?

So much for an inconspicuous retreat from Marpa’s scrutiny. Seems like having the city guard on my tail is inevitable, even if I survive this. The only weapon I have is the slender hunting knife on my belt. My fingers close around the hilt, and then I move.

I twist round, lightning-fast to ensure the stab to the throat is disabling enough on the grunt holding my hair. His scream is lost in bubbling blood as he lets go, his hand flying to the spurting wound. He stumbles and drops to his knees. I have to hope he stays down as I have only nano-seconds to deal with the other one. I swing round, poised for a counter-attack, backing up against the rough sandy wall, while trying to weigh the relative merits of following through or simply trying to run.

That decision is taken out of my hands as the woman recovers from the shock and swings the heavy blade in a clumsy attack. I catch her move-intent and duck just in time but catch a heavy blow across the side of my head from her iron-studded fist as I try to roll clear, a savage stab of pain sparking behind my eyes.

I twist around and look up as she moves in for the kill, the ugly blade raised menacingly above her head. I dare not risk throwing my knife in case it fails to stop her and leaves me unarmed. I grab a handful of filthy sand and fling it in her face but it only slows her for a brief moment. She lets out a string of incomprehensible curses and lurches forward.

Then she suddenly crumples in a heap on top of the first corpse. 

I glance behind me as Talin steps from the shadows, leans down, kills the man I wounded and in the same smooth movement retrieves his throwing knife from the woman’s eye. A flash of his dark ruthlessness shocks me for a moment. I had somehow expected him to try to take prisoners and then call the guard... Then the ice-blue coldness is replaced by something else.

Desperation. 

No matter. I feel as angry as I am grateful.

“You took your time! What was the plan? Wait until I made it easy for you?”

He glances over his shoulder. I follow his gaze in time to see a bulky figure sprinting to the end of the alley, turn the corner and disappear into the street beyond.

Hells! There was another one and he got away!

Talin grabs my hand and heaves me to my feet.

“We need to move! Unless you want to explain this mess to the city guard.”

He has a point. It may be rowdy and noisy and inebriated inside that half-open door and no one has yet heard the scuffle out here in the sand. But even so, if the stink of urine in this grimy place is anything to go by, some drunk will soon forget where the bathrooms are and stagger outside to take a leak.

I scramble to my feet and follow Talin. The wind has dropped and the sun warms the beige and russet walls on either side of the alleyway as he breaks into a run, heading for the junction with the street. When we reach the corner he turns right, in the direction of the boulder wall. 

So. Either he is following the fugitive or his aim is to simply leave the city and run. At the foot of the boulders he stops and turns to me.

“Alissa, I think you should return home now. I hope our debt is now evenly matched.”

I grab his arm. “Not so fast! You must have known there were more of them and I want to know why you ran out on me outside the bar.”

He tries to twitch his arm away from me but I tighten my grip. I want to know what this is all about and I am not going to let him disappear again before I get some answers. 

To my relief he chooses not to make a tussle of it.

“Alissa, I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure how many were after me, or how close they were to catching up with me before it was too late to avoid a fight.”

“That was when I first found you?”

“Yes. I had already captured one of them an hour before and questioned him, but he knew nothing. I released him with a warning to stay away from me, but all he did was come back with backup for another try. I think the bounty they have on me must be rich enough to make them reckless. I need to leave or they will keep coming.”

That sounds bad. But I have my own concerns. 

“I’m not sure I can trust anything you say. As soon as I caught up with the assassin, you ran out on me.”

“No. I did not!” He sounds really offended, which I suppose is a good sign. “I guessed he would run straight through the building to throw us off his tail. These sand-rats prefer to ambush than go into a fair fight. He would have tried again later for sure. So I ran around to the back to cut him off as he made his escape.”

“It was you who killed him?”

“Yes. There was no sign of the other two, or three, or however many there were, so I left. I assumed you would see he was dead, you were safe, and you would just go home. Which is what I’m urging you to do now.”

I grip his arm even tighter. This is still not enough information.

“So why did you come back when the second two assassins suddenly turned up?” 

Now I have space to breathe and think, I am trying to work out if he could have covered the distance from the end of the alleyway in the time available. Could anyone, even someone as fast and agile as Talin, make that distance between the first gurgle of pain from the thug with my blade in his throat and the moment that he intervened to save my life?

No. If he is telling the truth about the sequence of it, he must have had some advance warning...

And missing information always makes me suspicious.

His deep violet eyes meet mine. There is something strange and unnerving about his gaze. After a moment he seems to relent.

“All right. I have perceptions that are... a little sharper than those of most people. I sensed you were in trouble before the worst of the fight broke out and I came back to undo the danger I seem to have brought on you.”

And somehow that admission tells me there is more.

“And that first time, when I believed I was rescuing you, it wasn’t quite what I thought was it? You were still trying to avoid leaving bodies in the street, weren’t you?”

“What makes you think that?”

“Now I’ve seen you in action, I know for sure you could easily have killed those two assassins before I even intervened. What changed––and why?”

My instinctive guess that he would prefer to leave the city unnoticed and unreported by anyone, including me, seems to keep him here more than my hold on his arm. I have more or less admitted I know he could easily break free if he was determined to do so. But he is getting even more restless, impatient with my clumsy interrogation.

“Isn’t it obvious? I don’t want to raise the alarm any more than you do.”

“Not quite. My incentive was to have time to catch up with that assassin before he had a chance to ambush me while I’m here in Samar Makhan. You didn’t have that problem because you intend to leave directly.”

He answers softly. “Alissa, I have a feeling you would prefer to keep things quiet even now there is no immediate threat.”

My stomach tightens. I think it’s unlikely that Marpa would suspect me of murder, but I really need to avoid being associated with any more trouble than I already have in my history. Is this another of Talin’s heightened perceptions or has he simply made a lucky guess? And if he has this skill, how much else can he perceive about me? I decide to avoid a direct response.

“You really think the city authorities will believe those four corpses are simply the end result of some internecine fighting between different sand-rat gangs?”

His expression darkens. “As you rightly guessed, that was not a gamble I wished to take, until eventually sheer numbers and... unexpected circumstances conspired to force my hand.”

I hope those last words are not a heavy hint that he wishes I had not interfered. Perhaps I should simply agree that we are even.

“Fine. I’m glad to hear that you prefer to avoid bloodshed, even when faced with disreputable assassins. I won’t ask how you would have prevented them going off to murder other citizens of Samar Makhan without involving the guards.”

He shakes his head. “Don’t concern yourself with that. They were only after me.” He glances up at the angle of the sun. “Now, perhaps you will do me the courtesy of letting me go, and we can both return to whatever we were doing before this unfortunate incident interrupted a peaceful afternoon.”

I try not to let this new piece of information show in my effort at a casual smile as I release his arm.

“Thanks for the reassurance, Talin. I hope there are no more... interruptions to your pleasant day.”

His alarm and suspicion spike briefly, a faint silver shard against the bright sunlight. Then he shrugs it off and sets his hands to the boulder wall.

I watch him climb the giant rocks of the barrier. The ascent is not difficult as the wall has been constructed to deter marauding sand-lizards rather than to keep humans either out or in. I have crossed this way myself many times when I preferred not to let the gate-guards notice my departure. 

But the feline grace of Talin’s movements is a beauty to behold, more like dancing than mere climbing. His slight build belies his deadly speed and agility and I wonder again who he is and where he is going. 

I might be able to get a hint of his intended direction from the top of the wall. If I cross over, I might also be able to pick up the trail of the fleeing sand-rat. Then I will have to decide whether to try to stop him myself or risk reporting the whole confusing affair to the city guard and letting them take care of the threat. 

I reach up, both hands gripping the first ledge.

Someone grabs my arm and drags me back.
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“JAKI! WHAT ARE YOU doing?”

Maybe I should have guessed my brother would be out here looking for me. I have disappeared into the desert on regular occasions for longer than those in my family would really want, even though they know the reason only too well.

There is pain in Jaken’s blue eyes. 

“Alissa, what in all the hells did you think I would do after you ran out like that? I know what you’re like. As soon as those ghosts start getting to you, all you want to do is run back to the sand. I’m sorry if what I said on the journey here started it all off again for you.”

There should be a word for feeling guilty about making someone else feel guilty. 

“Hey. Jaki. It wasn’t anything you said. I already know how undiplomatic you are. It’s part of your charm.”

I watch him trying to figure out if this is genuine or another sibling tease and the pause gives me time to think. He has just given me the perfect alibi.

“You know how much I miss being back in the open desert. Now you’ve seen all that towering forest in Karesh, I expect you to really understand it. First-hand experience.”

He breaks into a wry grin. 

“Yeah, it was a bit of an overwhelm. I’m not trying to stop you going out there, silly sis. I was just so worried you would do it on impulse and try to improvise without Sandrider gear, and I thought...”

He is being careful not to refer to the past. 

“So? Surely my kid brother isn’t getting sane and sensible already?”

“Only a bit. Only when it comes to issues with my crazy sister.” He holds out my sand pack. “I checked everything is in there. Spinner, hooks, lines, water, and your holo. And there are three empty spare water-skins, so you’ll need to fill at least one of them before you set off.”

My eyes are stinging with tears as I gaze at him affectionately. 

He really does know what I’m like. Even if he doesn’t know that I just found another two reasons to go out into the desert.

“Thanks Jaki. When you get home, tell them I’ll only be gone for a few days.”

“Of course. Don’t forget what I said about the water.”

“I won’t.”

I watch him disappear into the wall-shadowed city streets, wondering what a normal boring family life might feel like, or if I have always been incapable of maintaining anything like a normal life. Then I turn back to the boulders for the steep scramble up the cracks between the great stones. From the broad, flat summit I can look across the narrow band of gravel and sharp rocks to the vast sweep of sunlit dunes beyond.

I could tell from the way Talin suddenly started checking the angle of the sun that he was planning to call a lizard after he crossed the wall. If he is heading to the deep desert he needs to make a capture soon––and he needs to get well clear of the city before dark. 

Lizards are cold blooded and unable to move in the cool of the evening. No Iritheni in his right mind would plan to overnight too close to the walls, nearer the outlying camps of lawless raiders. 

Only in the vast expanse of the erg is there space to lose contact with human marauders, most of whom avoid the hard training discipline and all the other heavy risks involved in acquiring lizard lore. Of course, the sand sea holds plenty of its own dangers. As I have already learned to my cost.

I catch sight of Talin as he hastens away from the city. He has already crossed the narrow band of gravel and sharps that deter most lizards from even getting as far as the boulder wall. They have soft, broad foot pads that are perfect for rapid movement across the dunes but are no match for the spiky surface of the shield, especially when the sharps are enhanced by the city’s human defenders. 

I can tell from the determination in Talin’s steps that he is in a hurry, no doubt hoping to make up for his delayed departure. He must have hidden his sand pack in one of the crevices of the boulder wall, as I can clearly see the sun glinting on the quiver and spear-sheath at his back.

I need to move quickly if I hope to have any luck tracking him across the erg. If the soft sand has a chance to blow and drift across his marks I will surely lose him in the vast expanse beyond the shield.

The boulders are more densely placed on the route down the outer face of the wall, which would make the descent more difficult than the ascent if it were not for the three-foot steel spikes set into the surface at right angles. These provide an easy ladder for anyone with the strength and agility to swing down a drop equal to their own height from one to the next. 

I have only ever seen the spikes repel a lizard once and the horror of it has never really left me. The creature already had a foreleg missing, whether by accident or battle was never discovered, and its inability to hunt had left it starving. Desperate enough not to heed the bloody cuts on its remaining three pads, it hurled itself at the wall in a last frantic attempt to capture the food it could smell walking around within. 

In minutes it was dead, its throat impaled on the spikes by the power of its own muscle, leaving me with the feeling that it had chosen its fate rather than waste away slowly and painfully under the desert sun. 

Perhaps the thought was no more than my own projection. Iritheni culture reveres the lizards, and terrible though they are, we never hunt them for food. However, we are not inclined to waste a gift on our doorstep. This was one of the rare occasions when those living nearest the wall went out and collected lizard meat to share among their clan. I can still remember the feast, although it left me feeling sad that such an enormous, magnificent creature had met such a dismal end.

Without the lizards, travel across the erg would be impossible unless the veto on air transport were to be reversed. 

And the chance of the warlords relenting on that issue? Probably non-existent.

I have no idea how far Talin intends to travel so I need at least one of my emergency water skins filled. A detour home for clean water would delay me for too long to keep up with Talin, even discounting possible debates with my mother about whether I should abandon this plan altogether. But that decision has left me with the quicker but less attractive option of filling the skin from the one of the lizard troughs at the edge of the sand.

The Sandriders I saw hurrying away from the bar would have filled the troughs for their mounts, leaving them to drink  their fill while their riders found their own refreshment in the tavern. From experience, I know the long-distance warrior patrols are usually generous enough with their water-gift that there will be some left over in the bottom of the trough.

I heave the heavy cover back on its hinges. There is enough water here to fill one skin. I have done this before and it works reasonably well if you can avoid thinking about the giant snouts that have been snuffling around in it previously. The trick is to focus on putting your trust in your nano-filter. 

At least lizards have evolved in these parched conditions to be efficient in their habits and they don’t slobber the way some animals do in water-fat Karesh.

Water stores complete, I hurry across the shield to the start of the dunes, checking the ground for the tracks of the fleeing assassin. As it turns out, the few tracks I find are all heading in the same direction, crossing and re-crossing each other. I have to accept that my urge to track down one bandit among many was futile from the start. 

The only course of action that ever had any merit will be to report the whole messy affair to the city guard when I get back––and I’ll just have to sit through Marpa’s questioning and disapproval until he decides I am not the murderer and he has enough intel to find the real one. At the same time I’ll have to make a clear witness statement that Talin acted to save my life. 

An over-complicated task I can worry about later.

I gaze out into the shimmering expanse of the dunes. Already the call of the desert has captured me and my heart leaps with the urge to simply disappear into the vast sand sea of the Meshkenet. As soon as I reach the edge of the sharps and kneel in the soft sand to pick up the direction of the tal, I can feel the faint vibration of Talin’s lizard-calling rhythm. 

He will be well ahead of me before I get far enough into the sand to start my own summoning, but I still have a chance of staying on his trail.

*
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MARPA VAL ASTARIA STARES at the three bodies slumped in the filthy alleyway. The instant one of his street-spies had brought him news of a fresh corpse lying in the street of vendors, his instinct had taken him directly onto Alissa’s route to the back door instead of heading to the scene of the reported murder.

If murder is in fact what happened here?

Alissa is of his clan and he knows her well enough to be convinced––or almost convinced––that she is no murderer. But he also knows that although she is strong and wiry with a speed and fighting skill even beyond her physical appearance, she was unlikely to have survived the kind of sand-rat ambush that this scene suggests.

Not alone, at any rate. 

What in all the hells has Alissa become mixed up in this time? That girl seems to attract trouble quicker than ripe figs attract flies. 

There have already been several unusual events around the city over these last few weeks, small enough in themselves, but seen together as parts of a larger pattern, they have been enough to make him uneasy. He has already increased the city watch and mandated seven as minimum number on Sandrider desert patrol instead of the usual five.

He had not expected to almost trip over three dead bodies so close to a crowded bar, with an alleged fourth a few streets away. Bandits usually choose dark shadows and lonely corners to ply their predatory trade. Marpa adds another minor incident to his list and walks along the outside wall of the building, looking for clues. There are not many of those, even when he scans the ground with the small nano-detector he always carries with him. 

There are two smaller sets of recent footprints among the heavy boot marks of the raiders in the urine-soaked damp sand, but he loses the trail at the junction with the main thoroughfare. One set of prints probably belongs to Alissa, but there are no clues as to the owner of the other. Marpa sighs, turning his steps toward the street of vendors to check on the fourth victim. 

That meeting he has scheduled with Ansel as soon as his cousin returns from pipeline maintenance looks likely to be infused with more personal concerns than either of them anticipated.

And Ansel’s daughter could only have been in Samar Makhan for a few hours at most before all this happened, if her arrival from Kar had been at the time Arima said she had planned.

Does trouble follow Alissa around––or does she go looking for it?
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ONCE PAST THE FIRST few yards of trampled and compacted sand, I move directly into the dunes, my footsteps soft and irregular while I bring my breathing into rhythm, keeping it smooth and steady until my focus sharpens. Soon the calm clarity of heightened awareness brings the powerful resonance of the desert song surging through my mind and body, powerful, tingling, compelling.

Learning attunement techniques that work for the humid forests of Karesh has been fascinating and challenging, but I never stop missing the vast open spaces where I was raised, as if I have been losing a part of myself. 

Talin has already captured his lizard and vanished into the mirage. I need to hurry, but I can’t resist taking a moment to reconnect with the desert. I wait in silence for a few precious moments, letting my mind soar into the great dome of sky above me, loving the harsh, wild emptiness of this place. The clear skies meet the waves of dunes in the shimmering mirage of the horizon and the hot dry wind tugs at the silk sand-robe around my shoulders. All too soon, I have to remind myself I must not lose my chance of trailing Talin.

I take off my lightweight sand-boots and stuff them in my pack. Balancing on one foot, I start to beat out a rhythmic pulse into the shifting sands, listening carefully for any sign of response, good or bad. 

The breeding season has already started, and is the most dangerous time for approaching these denizens of the desert. The males are hyped and alert for any receptive females, while the females listen with jealous concentration, determined to reach the signal first and get rid of the competition.

And I am beating out the rhythmic, demanding, summoning call of a receptive and desperately lonely female lizard.

Only a few minutes pass before I can feel it, the shivering, shifting sensation of disturbed sand under the soles of my feet as the creature burrows beneath the surface. It is moving fast, and the character of its progress––to my relief––reveals it to be a male. I scan the distance for a first glimpse of its approach until I see it emerging from the heat haze shimmering above the sand. It is like a great rolling, approaching wave marking the creature’s passage. 

I keep tapping, focusing on the precise timings, ready for the split-second, last moment escape from its snapping jaws and teeth. The instant its head bursts from the sand in a cloud of glittering mica fragments, I leap sideways and upwards to reach high above my head to the bent elbow of the scaly front leg. Then I have to make a strenuous heave to pull myself up and balance on the elbow before the lizard moves again and I lose my perch, an essential platform for the next part of the ascent.

I can feel the bunched muscles stretch and flex as the frustrated male starts to work out that he has been tricked. No sex for him today––but he is starting to notice that something smelling like food is climbing up his scaly shoulder.

The huge head swings round and razor-sharp teeth snap together barely inches from my arm as I make another rapid leap to get out of range and scramble up the glistening scales from the elbow to reach the back of its head. 

I grab the foremost ridge-spine with both hands, and use the solid handhold to swing around and sit astride the creature’s wide neck. In the same smooth movement I slide my bare feet under the protective scale-flaps and into the soft pink hollows of its ear tubes. 

The enormous reptile lowers its head in submission and acknowledges defeat, assuming that in some way it does not fully comprehend, the promise of lunch has suddenly turned into a dominant male that has wrestled its weaker opponent into surrender. All my prisoner wants now is an assurance that I will keep its sensitive ears away from the irritant sand.

As the rush of adrenaline begins to fade from my limbs, I feel a surge of exultation at my victory, the knowledge that all those hard training sessions have left me with the strength and skill to engage with the desert on its own terms, winning the freedom to roam where I will.

But there is more hard work to do before I can put that into practice. I pull the false-feet out of my pack and lean down to carefully place them in the ear tubes instead of my own feet, keeping the lizard subdued. The thin line connecting the two sausage-shaped silk bundles drapes over the neck and holds them in place. Then I clip the cord on my pack to hang it from the front spine, drop both ends of the silk reins, scramble down the scales and jump the last eight feet onto the hot sand.

I have to walk around to the very front of its jaws in order to fix the ends of the reins to the two curved nostril scales. Terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure, as the monster stares curiously at me out of the dark slits in its great golden eyes, no doubt wondering where the real, giant sized, conquistador is hiding just out of sight.

Fascinated, I run a finger down one of its ten inch long fangs. Razor sharp and deadly accurate when applied to any food source within reach. Which means anything alive or dead in this sea of dunes. Including me if I get any of this wrong.

Like falling off once we start moving.

I tighten the end-loops around the curved scales and then hurry back to the front leg for the scramble back up to my perch on the lizard’s neck. The next step is to carefully replace the false silk bundles with my own bare feet, smoothly enough that the lizard has no chance to think it has been suddenly freed from its enforced submission. 

If that happened it would promptly scrape this impertinent human off its back and turn me into the meal it thought it was getting a few minutes ago.

I glance back over my shoulder, still awed by the very size of the thing, the length of it ten times the height of a tall man from fangs to tail, the long ridge of tall spines along its back forming perfect anchors for a team of Iritheni warriors riding to attack an enemy. I had always assumed my future would be as a fully trained Sandrider until fate conspired to force a change of plan. My training stopped just short of my skills reaching the qualifying level when Kar university accepted my application to study there.

Don’t think about the past...

I focus my eyes on the last place I saw Talin before he disappeared into the rippling heat mirage. Now I have the tal, the resonant sense of the route, I gently squeeze my feet against the lizard’s ears. It obeys, moving slowly at first, but soon the instinctive connection grows between us and it lopes into its normal gait. The afternoon heat is building by the minute and the next few hours will feel long and hard––but we are in a rhythm now and I urge the monster to run. Without hesitation it leaps forward into the dunes, splaying powerful legs and pushing those wide-cushioned toes deep into the soft sand. 

Yes! 

This is the wild exhilaration that draws me back to the desert over and over again, free from human-made rules and constraints, never mind that the rules of survival here are infinitely harsher. There is freedom in the deep desert, a sense of power that I can go where I will and survive whatever danger the sands may hold, providing I stay focused, attuned to the alluring resonance of this place and its creatures. 

And yes, it is hard and punishing. By the time the evening sun drops closer to the red haze on the horizon I am parched with thirst and baked with heat in spite of the sand-robe. 

I only have to dismount twice to check on Talin’s route. He is making a clean, straight line and it leads directly into the very heart of the Meshkenet erg. I cannot imagine what he thinks he will find in the great sand sea of Irithen, as none of the few artesian oases lie in this direction.

I cross the path of a merchant caravan, ten heavily laden lizards plodding a slower pace north to trade in the lush markets of Karesh, flanked on either side by armed Sandriders, fully sworn to guard Irithen’s wealth from bandit raids. I give them a respectful salute and they respond, only briefly, before continuing on their way. These caravans keep a strict schedule of complex logistics involving lines of wagons and loading teams waiting at the Karesh end where the lizards cannot cross. 

I notice that Marpa has increased the standard number of outriders to seven battle-ready lizards instead of the usual five. Maybe there have been other bandit raids beyond the city as well as within. Raiders of the deep desert are far more dangerous than the city muggers. They have their own training pods for lizard-control and weapons skills. Fortunately they seldom waste their time with lone riders, knowing there are far richer spoils to be had on those laden caravans.

The longed-for first brush of cooler evening air feels like a reprieve––but it is also a warning that my transport will soon need to stop as its body cools. I rein in and let it slow to a walk as the dune shadows deepen from brown to black. I slip the false-feet back into the creature’s ears, hunch my shoulders into the straps of my sand-pack and then scramble down the scales to drop to the ground next to one huge scaly foot. As darkness spreads across the desert, the monster’s tired limbs fold under it and the fierce eyes slowly close as it sinks into the deep sleep of a cold-blooded reptile, belly-flat on the dark sand. 

I take out my spinner but I feel reluctant to disappear inside a sand-dome just yet. I know this is just another of my crazy gambles with time and risk, but I feel the need to steal a few more minutes out here under this vast arc of brilliant stars. Our ancient homeworld is out there somewhere, a place I have never seen except in history vids. I have little curiosity about it, apart from the way our supposedly common heritage has diverged and scattered until the great orb of planet colonies now supports so many different tribes and cultures––with Primae almost unnoticed in its pristine wildness on the outer rim...

I hear a soft whisper of disturbed sand grains behind me and turn to see Talin standing only a few feet away. He sounds more curious than angry but he definitely does not sound exactly pleased to find me here.

“Why are you following me?”

What is strange is that I did not sense his approach until the last moment. Sure, I was not expecting it because the way he has crossed the sands at night, alone and on foot, is an even bigger risk than my choice to stand dallying around here for a few minutes with my spinner still inactive in my hand...

I should answer him before he gets even more suspicious.

“Talin, I’ve been making solo journeys into the desert ever since I finished my Sandrider training four years ago. And... actually I was doing the same thing for some time before then. So this is nothing unusual for me. But I admit I was still curious about where you came from and what you were doing in Samar Makhan. It did influence my decision about where I should head for on this occasion. I still feel uneasy about why you attracted so much unwanted attention.”

His eyes are deep pools of shadow in the starlight and I have little sense of whether I have allayed his suspicions. Surely he must know that the way he has been evasive about his place and his purpose is sure to invite more of my questions. 

Then the desert breaks the impasse for us as a cacophony of scuttering and clacking suddenly erupts out of the surrounding shadows.

Talin instantly turns to face the advancing threat.

“Scorpion crabs! I’ll hold them off while you set the spinner.” 
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I HOLD BACK FROM STARTING the spinner, wanting so badly to discover how Talin is keeping those scorpion-crabs at bay. All I can see is his shadow, flickering against the moving light from his own spinner.

How would he have created a dome and flashed that light around at the same time if he wasn’t sharing the work with me?

“Alissa! What is your problem? Is your spinner broken or something?”

“Erm, sorry. Just figuring where to settle it.”

“Settle it anywhere! I’ll work around you.”

“Yes. Of course. I should have thought of that. Especially if you had told me before.”

He makes no response and I have a sneaking feeling he has seen through my excuses. I line up the spinner, plant the slender tube upright in the sand and kneel, honing my concentration by focusing on the soft, moving light glinting on the polished silver surface. Talin’s shifts his position a little to ensure I am right in the middle of his scorpion-free space, but his technique is still hidden from me in the shifting shadows. Once again I notice the grace of his movements, almost a dance of light and shade across the sand. 

I set the spinner to the level that melds best with my voice. For some reason I find it easier to reach into the harmonics if I close my eyes, but I can still see a faint flicker of moving light through my eyelids. Then I start the song, no more than a soft humming at first, before I can sense the point where the frequency catches and refracts back from the tube. Now I can merge my voice into the harmonics, amplifying the sound, feeling the first tremor in the air around me. The vibration spreads to the sand grains supporting my knees, buzzing and tickling through the fine silk of my robe while the pressure against my face tells me that the air-energy is ready to stir and lift and spin.

One more series of high and low notes, and now I have the whirling, buzzing frequency under my command, poised to shape and weave, lift and meld. The high keening seems to grow of its own accord now, taking on the life and power of a desert sandstorm––except that now I can add new harmonics to the sound, weaving it into a spinning whorl of flying sand grains. I keep going, the high notes pulsing the arc of sand into a ten foot wide dome above our heads, while the lower notes fuse the disturbed grains into a flat scratchy carpet beneath.

The task is almost complete. I start to relax, grasping the spinner in my hand to lift it from its base and etch a curved line on one side to function as a door. Then all I need to do is scatter a few clear spots across the walls to give some vision of what is happening outside.

My first instinct as I emerge from the semi-trance is to sweep the light back and forth across the floor to reassure myself that none of the scorpions managed to sneak past Talin’s defenses and occupy the inside of the protective shelter. Finding nothing, I replant the spinner in the middle of the floor to maintain the integrity of the dome before hurrying across the gritty, leathery surface to peer out through one of the tiny clear-windows. 

The sand outside is alive with skittering, clicking carapaces and snapping pincers, scorpions attracted by the presence of two delicious soft-bodied humans who stayed out in the open for too long.

Talin runs his hand across the sand-wall and makes an experimental push. It gives a little, but not much. I wait for his comment, annoyed with myself for feeling judged by the way he needs to test my handiwork. I consider my dome-weaving to be as good as anyone’s. No. More than that. In spite of everything that has passed in my dubious history, I know my work is better. What still eludes me is that delicate balance between confidence and arrogance. I try to keep my question neutral.

“Does my spinning meet your demanding standards?”

He looks at me strangely and I know he caught the defensive tone. Then he smiles, and it suddenly feels warm and genuine.

“Alissa, it’s one of the strongest I have seen for a while. We could wait out a sandstorm if we had to. Or even a lizard migration, provided they didn’t tread on us by mistake.” He ignores my eye-roll at the exaggeration. “Give me your dew-nets and I’ll go out and fix them while I do mine. Just watch the door for any invaders.”

I pass him my nets, so finely woven the scrunched-up bundles fit easily into my hand. He slips out of the small arched doorway, leaving me to shut it hastily behind him and then spend a few angst-ridden moments stabbing the five crabs that managed to scuttle inside in the brief moment the gap presented itself.

By the time Talin warns me that he is about to open the door to let himself back in, I have removed the stingers and the crabs are neatly strung in a long kebab on one of my arrows. Talin follows the same stabbing sequence to eliminate the new incursion and then comes over to sit beside me.

“That is not the way I would have chosen to make camp for the night, even though I admit we acquired dinner out of it.”

I take out my spare spinner and keep my eyes focused on it as I recalibrate. “Just splice your contribution onto a kebab while I try to remember the notes for a microwave tube. It’s been a while since I needed one.”

“Here.” He leans over and takes the loaded arrow out of my hand, holds it next to his own neatly-spliced crabs, and points his spinner at both of them, leaving me wondering how he managed it all so quickly. Within seconds he is weaving the strange oscillating sounds that blend with the spinner frequency to bring coils of delicious steam roiling around the food.

Anxious to contribute, I rummage in my pack for a bag of dried dates. Talin lays the hot crab-shells out on his pack to cool, takes the dates from me and balances them on top of the crabs to warm and soften a little. 

Then he turns his deep violet gaze on me.

“Your hands have been shaking since the moment I asked you to keep watch for incoming scorpions. Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

I hunch my shoulders defensively. “I caught them all, didn’t I? No one in their right mind would do that casually.”

He passes me a shell-bowl of crab and dates. 

“You might as well tell me. If you leave me to imagine the reason, it’s sure to paint a worser picture of it all.”

“That isn’t a proper word.” I look round and see him grinning. “Hmph. Very clever. Find something to provoke an argument, to try to get me talking.”

“I’m not arguing. You’re absolutely right. But hanging around outside while it gets dark, waiting for the arrival of something that strikes horror into the very heart of you... That isn’t right. You could get other people killed as well as yourself.”

His words stab deep into the pain of half-repressed memories. I really don’t want to talk about this. I blink back the tears stinging my eyes, making one last effort to deflect his interrogation with a question of my own. 

“How did you manage to walk through the things to get here? I can’t imagine how far you had to come from where you parked your lizard.”

“You mean you don’t paint your boots with nem-juice? I thought everyone did that.”

“Of course I do.” I hesitate. 

He’ll probably think I’m even more crazy if I tell him this, but what the hell. He thinks I’m crazy already. 

“I walked through the sand all night once, a couple of years ago, to see if the deterrent trick would last for several hours. I painted an extra layer of nem every hour as a backup. But that’s the point. If you hadn’t found me you would have been forced to keep walking. You wouldn’t have been able to stop and use a spinner or you would have ended up inside a dome full of the damn things!”

I can’t read the way he is staring at me now.

“You mean you actually went out into the desert two years ago and planned to walk all night? Why, Alissa?”

Dammit, I knew I shouldn’t have told him that.

“Well, what would you have done this time if you hadn’t found me here? Without me there to spin the dome while you... did whatever it was you did to keep them away, you would have been in the same situation!” I can feel my curiosity flaring pale yellow through the remembered pain and for the first time, it suddenly dawns on me that he can see it too. 

I have never met anyone else who has this level of emotional perception and it leaves me feeling naked under his gaze. No wonder he has been spotting my evasions and asking awkward questions. 

He dips his head and smiles again.

“All right. If I tell you how I kept them away, will you tell me why you have such a strong aversion to the things?”

He can be incredibly charming when he wants to be. And he has figured out how much I want that knowledge.

“Fine. Who starts?”

“Well, If I’m going outside with you into a sea of scorpions to show you how to do it, I think it’s only reasonable to know if it might affect you seriously enough to do something unexpected and put me in danger?”

I have a feeling that he knows perfectly well that he has the skill to survive whatever I might suddenly inflict on him, scorpions or not. But he has a point. He did not exactly ask me to intrude on his life, however mysterious it might be.

I let out a long breath, staring at my hands.

“I was very competitive when I was a kid.” 

I hesitate. I should be properly honest if I’m going to do this. “I mean, I still am. I was always better than any of the others at all the Sandrider survival skills we had to learn. Navigation, attunements, summoning, all the other elements. I’ve always had a natural instinct for it. I started going out into the dunes alone, just to show that I could. I refused to listen to the old warriors telling me I didn’t have enough experience yet. It felt good to be doing things four years earlier than almost everyone else on the training program.”

“And then you messed up with scorpion crabs.” Talin is making a statement, not asking a question. That has to be logic rather than intuition. 

“I never liked relying on tec. I still don’t. It’s a kind of blind spot for me. I don’t trust it. I can understand why the warlords refuse to let shuttles overfly our airspace. Machines don’t break down often but if they do, you’re dead if you’ve been over-reliant on them in a savage place like this. Even back then I was really attracted to the idea of improvising, surviving by using only what the desert had to offer.”

I glance across at Talin, assuming that he must think I’m completely crazy now. But instead he is nodding slowly, almost as if he agrees.

“Yes. I can understand that. There are even groups of people who are trying to live by that code.” He notices my surprise. “Not in Irithen, though. You have to remember the vast desalination plant on the coast. Without it, the oasis cities wouldn’t even exist.”

“Maybe that’s part of what makes me feel uneasy, growing up dependent on something as basic as an artificial water supply. Anyhow, I went out on an overnight with just a spare bottle of nem juice and a huge silk mat to lie on. And... I fell asleep and missed adding the hourly layer of nem. It wasn’t enough to keep the scorpions off. By the time I worked out I needed to give up the experiment and start walking, it was too many stings too late. I barely made it back to the shield before I passed out.”

“So it was the hallucinations that left you with such a strong reaction to scorpions even until now?”

I wish that was the only legacy, horrible though the effects were at the time. 

“No. Not really. My younger sister had been begging me to take her into the dunes for weeks. So I did. She had fewer stings than I did but she was smaller. They affected her really badly. I carried her across the sand until I collapsed at the edge of the sharps. The city guards saw us from the top of the boulder wall and brought us in, but she didn’t survive.”

Talin sits quietly with me for a while. He seems to know there is nothing anyone can say to make something like that feel right, but the empty space is letting too many dark memories back in. I need to keep moving.

“That’s all of it. I’ve been trying to make it right, make something useful out of my life ever since, but sometimes it all gets too much and I go off doing things that get me hauled in front of the city’s security chief. As well as making my father extremely exasperated.”

He raises an eyebrow. “How bad?”

I shrug. “Khatin-smuggling mostly.”

“Khatin is legal though.”

“Getting it over the wall without paying the taxes on it isn’t.”

“Ah. That would annoy the authorities considerably. But why? You don’t look like you need the money.”

“I don’t. I give it all to the city clinic that tried to save my sister. I just need to... keep moving.”

“Hide from the ghosts with adrenaline and risk-taking you mean. That’s why I found you waiting outside until after dark, wasn’t it? Making another bet with fate.”

He is right of course. But I know he has figured it out this time by watching my reactions rather than by logical deduction. The strange thing is, I no longer feel quite so threatened by his sharp perceptions.

“So. Now it’s your turn to do some explaining. I guess if I’m going to learn how to do this, we should go outside now?”
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THE FAMILIAR WAVES of revulsion run through me as I watch the seething mass of scorpions heave and push around my feet. They recoil as soon as their feelers come into contact with the stinging nem on my boots, but they have no hesitation in climbing on top of each other in their frantic efforts to reach above the repellant barrier. The only way I have ever stayed ahead of them has been to keep walking. 

Now that so many of the poisonous things have gathered here, any pause would under normal conditions be my last. In other words I should be dead already.

But... I have been standing still for almost five minutes. Talin says he wants to give me time to get my focus back under control before I start learning this new technique. It is almost as if he has guessed the underlying reason for my otherwise insane gambles with fate. An instinctive need to get control of myself in order to beat the one thing that has always defeated me.

I watch the way he is using the spinner-light. He could keep the crabs distant enough for me to sing and weave a new dome in the empty space but he keeps releasing them again, allowing them back in close enough for me to attune to their presence and gradually defuse my over-reaction. Something I have never been able to do in my solo experiments.

He steps closer and speaks quietly.

“You feel ready now?”

“I think so. But first tell me how you’re getting them to react to the light. I already tried every which way to make that idea work. Spinner-light is the wrong wavelength to convince the things that it’s daylight and well past time for them to burrow back underground. I’ve used filters and tried every idea I could think of. Apparently this setting keeps the power cells lasting the longest, so there’s no alternative available.”

“Here.” He risks a rapid move to show me the setting before resuming his defensive light-show in between each short break for instruction. “You set it on max, sing the frequency to synth it to microwave, and then stretch your fingers to hold down the lowest setting at the same time.”

He has to break off and resume his singing for a full minute as the hideous clacking mass takes advantage of the short interlude to advance as far as our ankles once more. As soon as he has established a fifteen foot clear space again, Talin steps back to my side for the next instruction.

“The difficult part is finding the exact harmonic. There is only one that triggers the spinner to convert the wavelength into infrared. The scorpions can see the light even though we can’t, and they will react to it. Needless to say, it drains the power cells a lot, so it’s only any use as an emergency if you’ve left it too late to build a dome. Go ahead, try.”

It is easy to imitate the peculiar key-pattern. Less so to find a harmonic I have never used before. After a while the air feels jagged with my efforts and failures. Talin seems unconcerned and takes another short break.

“It may take a while. Just try to get it right before we both find ourselves standing here holding dead spinners.”

“Hmph. Is that meant to be encouraging?”

“Kind of. Just concentrate. I promise I’ll watch the time and the power levels and drag you back inside before then.”

But it would mean ceding control to someone else and that is a loss of power I have always found difficult to accept. Maybe that is something else Talin has already guessed, but either way it makes me redouble my efforts to find the right level of the song. I am not going to give up on this unexpected chance to solve the deadly puzzle that has haunted me for years.

When it comes, it is like nothing I have ever experienced before, thin and delicate, reed-like in its wavering frequency. It balances precariously between one wavelength and another with no margin for error or loss of concentration. I want to prod Talin, to announce I have done it, but it seems he already knows.

“Alissa, just hold it there for a few more moments before you start waving it at our friends over there.”

I only just manage to hold onto the delicate balance of strange harmonics while stifling an appropriate comment about his extremely inappropriate use of the word friend. 

And then it starts. I can feel something, almost a warm glow against my hand gripping the slender tube. The light looks no different, but then I did not expect to be able to see the parallel beam of infrared. The time feels right. I glance across at Talin and he gives a brief nod of acknowledgment before withdrawing his own light once more to let the scorpions advance. 

I point the light at the seething mass of clacking pincers rushing toward me––but they keep coming until they cluster at my feet, their feelers testing the repellant painted on my boots. I feel a moment of panic as they scrape and heave and start climbing on top of each other to reach above the barrier... 

Maybe there is not yet enough power in my new weapon?

Then the warmth from the spinner glows against my palm. A surge of delight and power runs through my whole body as the wretched things instantly recoil in panic. The furious clacking and skittering increases in volume until I start to wonder if it will drown out my strange, reedy notes. 

Talin must have noticed that I started singing louder. He lays a calming hand on my shoulder.

“Don’t panic. Just hold the song and that frequency will cut through the racket they’re making.” He waits for a few moments until I have the sound steady and firm once more. “Now, we should get back inside before we drain the spinners. Do you want to go first?” He restarts his light so I can respond easily.

“No. I need to go through the whole sequence. Start to finish. Just watch out in case I do something wrong. I mean, at the same time as watching out for a fresh surge of poisonous invaders.”

He signals acceptance and steps back, holding the crabs at bay until I have picked up the song again. Then he flips off his light and ducks back into the dome. I give him time to stab any stingers that made it inside with him before I back away, close to the door, poised and ready for my own retreat.

And then... I hold on for a few precious long moments of victory. Not so much over the horde of hungry predators now ranged in a circle around my pool of light, but over myself, the haunting sense of failure that has followed me all these years. I know I am relying on tec once more, but at least I have found a way to use it as a backup if any of my improvised methods fails or takes too long to be fully effective.

I hold the notes of the song, gazing up at the brilliant night sky and the inky shadows of the desert vastness. Now I have the terrifying creatures dancing at the end of my light-wand, even the soft slithering, hissing sounds coming from the surrounding shadows seem to be a natural part of it all.

Talin’s voice comes from the other side of the dome wall.

“You have barely five minutes of power left.”

“Step back, I’m coming in.”

I turn my back on the horde and run my finger along the door seal to open it. By the time I have ducked inside and turned back, Talin has the door closed and the three intruders neatly spiked. I must be more alert now, because this time I notice him storing the venom from each tail-stinger as he removes them from the dead scorpions. Not for the first time, his actions betray a deadly intent that still feels at odds with his careless boyish charm.

“What do you need venom for?” 

“Will you ever stop asking questions?” He holds out his hand for my spinner. 

I automatically hand it over, hoping this is the start of some real communication. “Of course. When I get answers.”

He stows the tiny bottle in a side pocket of his pack and makes a quick calibration on my spinner.

“I am forbidden to tell you any of it. Oathbound.”

“But I’ll find out soon enough when I track you to wherever it is you’re going.” Even as I say it, a shiver of disquiet runs through me. He has tried hard to persuade me to simply forget I ever saw him in Samar Makhan. I test the situation, cautiously. “Are you going to start again, telling me to go home and forget everything?”

He avoids meeting my gaze. “I think it’s too late for that now, Alissa.”

“What do you mean?” My imagination is already weaving sinister images.

“Now I know for sure how curious and determined you are, I can’t simply trust you to say nothing about my mission when you return.”

“So?”

“It looks like you will actually get what you wanted. We can ride together tomorrow. Then someone else can make the decision about what happens next.”

That thought has ominous undertones to it but I try to keep the conversation somewhere near normal. 

“So now you can tell me where you’re going?”

He shakes his head. “I don’t need to. You stayed outside just now to finish what you were doing earlier, before I interrupted you. You were not simply admiring the beauty of the night sky. You were reading the stars to check our direction.”

I must be getting used to his incisive perceptions and clever logic because his insight no longer surprises me.

“But that’s the thing, isn’t it? You’re heading for the very heart of the Meshkenet. There is nothing there but heat and sand. The few scattered oases are nowhere near that part of Irithen. It makes no sense. In any case, if I change my mind and decide to go back to Samar Makhan, how would you stop me?”

As soon as those last words are out, I start to regret that last question. I may have been the strongest fighter in my training year––but after what I saw in the city, I can tell I have no hope of defeating this young athlete if it came to a confrontation.

He turns his calm gaze to me. 

There it is again, that ruthlessness of desperation in the deep violet. 

“Because I took your knife as you came through the door and I put a lock on both your spinners. You can only use them with my permission until I release them.”

My hand flies to my belt but the weapon is gone.

“That’s kidnapping! You can’t––”

He dismisses my protest with an impatient wave.

“I just did. Accept it. I hope you came prepared for two more days of roasting heat and painful thirst. Remind yourself that originally at least, it was your choice to do this. Now, best get some sleep. You’re going to need it.” 

He retreats to the far side of the dome and turns away from me, wrapping his robe tightly around himself as he lies down. But not before I catch the glint of the blade already in his hand.

That was a deliberate message, warning me not to try a midnight attack. 
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TALIN WAS RIGHT ABOUT two days of being roasted and desiccated in the searing heat of the Meshkenet. I wake on the second morning, holding on to a rare moment of cool air as pale grey dawn filters through the translucent sand-speckles of the dome wall. Wearily I get to my feet, the sand robe slipping from my shoulders as I check out my new collection of aches and bruises. University life in a city like Kar is a long way from sedentary but the comparative ease of it takes the edge off the peak condition you need for survival in a furnace like Irithen. No doubt I will have recovered that edge just in time to go back to Karesh and lose it all over again.

Talin is already awake and packed. He seems impatient to get moving but he says nothing. At least he refrained from dropping the dome on both our heads as a way of waking me. It is my turn to dismantle the energy field this morning so I wait for him to key a single release on my spinner before he goes outside to harvest the dew from the nets. Then I switch off the spinner and the sand grains collapse in a shower of fragments, glittering in the light. 

I stow the slender tube in the side of my pack and try to shake the sand out of my hair. Talin hands me a half-filled water skin and I notice with disquiet that our resupply is diminishing as the intensity of the heat increases.

I let my mind fall into the familiar routine. Stow my boots in my pack, pad barefoot across the cool sand and scramble up to my perch on the lizard’s neck. Remove false feet, slip bare toes into ear tubes. I can feel the deep rumble under me as the leviathan stirs itself into waking, still sluggish in the cool morning air. Talin is already mounted. He glances behind to ensure I am ready and then we move, slowly at first, then gaining speed as the air warms and the lizards respond. 

The sun rises above a horizon already rippling with heat haze, burnishing the dunes to gold and bringing the temperature to glowing furnace once more. I draw my sand-robe over my head and shoulders in a triple layer but the fire stabs through until even my thoughts feel cooked. 

Talin reins in alongside me. “We’ll reach the rock ridge by the end of today. Easy to release the lizards, but be prepared to walk for an hour or so after that.”

I simply wave acceptance. My mouth is too dry to encourage much conversation and I want to keep some of my water in reserve. Especially with the news of a long walk at the end of all this. I draw my lizard into following Talin’s lead as he increases his speed, still holding an unerring line into the heart of the erg.

The long, low ridge of ochre rock looks like a mirage at first, a fixed shadow stretching across the heat-rippling horizon. There is no pan of gravel shield here, only soft sand trying to bury this tentacle of beige and russet stone in its shifting depths. Talin reins in and we rest for almost an hour in the shade of the lizards’ bulky bodies, waiting for the cool of dusk. 

It makes for a more peaceful separation from the hungry reptiles to wait until they sleep, rather than goading them into cutting their feet on the rock as they see their food supply running away from them across the ridge. In any case, fleeing for my life is not what I really want to do right now, not after a long hot roasting under the glare of desert sun.

At last, darkness melds the dune-shadows into seamless night, persuading the lizards to sink their great heads to the ground and sleep. I climb back up to remove the false-feet, then drop down onto the cooling sand, unhook reins from nostril-scales and leave the exhausted creature with a more peaceful day waiting for it when it stirs itself next morning. 

Talin assures me there is a good artesian supply at our destination so I drop a survival ration of water into my pack and pour the remainder into a hollow at the edge of the rock as a saran gift, my thanks for the lizard’s service in taking me across the desert. Its sensitive snout will find the water the instant it wakes tomorrow.

Talin leads the way north along the striated folds of the rock ridge, now etched black and silver in the light of the rising moon. I have almost given up asking questions now I know that he is sworn to secrecy. I should have seen past my curiosity and restlessness earlier, seen that my persistence was making him anxious rather than simply impatient and irritated. Now my mind is reaching out with apprehensive speculation about what the future will hold for me when we finally arrive. 

Maybe there is one question he might be allowed to answer and now it feels almost as insistent as the unknown place that lies ahead of us.

“Talin, why did you spend time and effort helping me with the scorpion crabs if you were already planning to kidnap me?”

He holds a long silence before he replies. “Because your pain was becoming unbearable. I thought I could make it stop.” He turns to me, the delicate lines of his face etched sharp in the moonlight but his expression is unreadable. 

“It would make me happy if I knew I had succeeded.”

“You mean, you can read my thoughts?” 

No wonder he could anticipate my every move!

“No. Not yet. I can sense feelings when they are strong.”

“The way I do?” It occurs to me immediately that this is a rather naïve question. He breaks into a faint smile that says he has read my flash of embarrassed confusion.

“I’m guessing that my experience would be something like yours. But you have no training.” He turns away abruptly. Maybe that was something he should not have revealed. It implies he has firsthand knowledge of what that training is like.

I feel I should show some gratitude for his first small gift of information but I suppose he will sense a direct lie.

“It has made me very happy, but... if I’m honest, it failed to take away the restlessness the way I hoped it would. When you helped me succeed with that new technique I thought my life would change.”

“Did you really expect it to?”

His words cut through the way I have been confusing hope with expectation. The mistake seems obvious now, simply assuming that learning to control my sister’s killers would somehow absolve me of my own part in the disaster. 

“Perhaps the best I can hope for is that the restlessness will diminish when I succeed at something bigger, more worthwhile.” I leave it at that. I don’t feel like talking to Talin about my long-term plan on that score. It still feels too far away in an uncertain future.

He makes no answer, turning away from the broad crest of the ridge to contour around the raised hump where the outcrop rises to its highest point. I assume he is looking for the mouth of a cave. A heavy layer of dense rock is the only barrier that has any chance of providing a refuge cool enough to live in during the day in this vast oven of sand. A difficult task to bore down to the artesian water source, but safe from lizard attack.

Sure enough, Talin heads directly for a dark opening set in the only steep section of the slope. I follow him across the stretch of flat rock and into a tunnel that forks after a dozen or so paces. I can see well enough in the light of Talin’s spinner and have no need to ask him to unlock mine. He takes the left hand fork that soon starts to slope downhill. 

The passageway opens into a small cave with piles of equipment stacked against the walls, but Talin walks straight across. The exit tunnel is only a few feet long and leads to a larger cave with several openings on the far side. Hover-globes illuminate the russet walls and ceiling of this arched space with a soft rosy glow. Talin flips off his spinner light.

“We wait here.”

“No clues about what happens now?” 

“Malindir and Rianen will be aware that we have arrived. They will decide.” 

In the change of light, I notice that he seems as apprehensive as I am. 

That is not good news.

Before my over-active imagination can weave too many possible unpleasant outcomes, a tall man strides through one of the arched openings and stops, watching us both. His face is sun-darkened, weathered like a dried walnut and his shoulder length hair is almost white, yet he moves with the powerful grace of a seasoned warrior. The way he glares briefly at me and then back to the culprit who brought me here conveys his demands more clearly than any words.

Talin bows his head and lays his hand across his heart.

“Webdancer, forgive me. Alissa was determined to follow me and I did not know what else to do.”

I stand frozen in shock, hardly hearing Talin’s apologetic and detailed account of what passed during his time in Samar Makhan. All my anxious imaginings had been spinning ideas about smugglers or maybe even a rogue band of Sandriders with their own illicit agenda. It had never occurred to me that Talin might be sworn to the Order of Webdancers, fierce guardians of the planet’s health and resonance.

In the northern provinces, the Webdancers not only patrol the wilderness to ensure that the planet’s frequency has not been disrupted by human interference or over-use of machines, but they also check out all new tec developments, relegating most of them to years of further refinements. Scenes from the history vids showing the famines and sickness that resulted from misuse are more than enough to convince the rest of the population that we rely on the Webdancers’ skill for our very survival. The harshness of their training and the dangerous nature of their work earns them enormous respect.

But in Irithen, they are seldom seen in the oasis cities. The warlords’ insistence on semi-independence from the administration in Merkaan has been maintained in part by their rejection of air and road transport and a veto on the extension of the underground com-link that currently stretches only from Merkaan to Kar. With less potential interference to disrupt the natural balance, the small bands of Iritheni Webdancers spend much of their time in the remote desert. I always assumed they were investigating small anomalies they think might need more detailed attention. I heard that they only meet with city leaders if the source of any problems are in their power and responsibility to change.

And surely Talin is far too young to have qualified?

Talin’s next anxious response to the stern grilling he is enduring suddenly cuts into my confusion––because his words make no sense at all in the context of everything I have been trying to work out.

“But I’m sure she weighs even less than I do, so the whole disaster may turn into a piece of luck?”

I frown, stretching up and down on my toes and wondering how much I do in fact weigh... and what in all the hells it has to do with anything. Except that it may offer a reprieve from whatever the sanctions might be for intruding on this weird desert citadel. Only since studying at the university did I discover just how secretive the Order can be.

Malindir lets out a long breath of exasperation and gives a brief flick of his hand to tell his subordinate to leave. The look of intense relief on Talin’s face suggests that things could have gone a deal worse than they did. For him, at any rate. I am not so sure about my future though, as Malindir turns to me with a heavy frown.

“Why were you so curious to discover where Talin came from that you followed him into the desert for almost a day?”

This is a difficult one, as I don’t really know the answer myself. It is so mixed up with my habitual urge to disappear into the vast expanse of the erg.

“I... I’m not really sure. He is strange, different, I guess very attractive and mysterious in a way I don’t really understand. But there was something about his argument with the street vendor...” 

I try to remember. I might have put more effort into re-examining our recent history in the city if all my attention had not been so intensely drawn into wondering about my precarious future.

Malindir is watching my reactions closely. 

“You overheard their conversation?”

“Only a few fragmented parts of it. There was something about needing more observers on the faultline. Which made no sense, although it sounded kind of serious.”

The elderly Webdancer shakes his head slowly in disapproval. 

“I should have paid more attention to young Talin’s training in covert communications. It is just as well he did bring you here, although I was extremely angry about it at first.” 

Maybe he notices my look of total confusion because he finally seems to relent. He steps away, waving me over to a stone-carved bench at one side of the domed space. 

“Sit. You probably need to eat something after crossing the Meshkenet.” He lifts the covers off the dishes of food and drink already laid out on the ledge that serves as a small table. “It seems I will have to tell you more about why we are here before I can demand your commitment to keep it secret.”

I reach for the glass of cool water shimmering in the amber light. It feels refreshing even before it touches my parched lips.

“If a Webdancer demands my silence, of course there is no way I would break my word.”

He hesitates. “Talin said you were studying in Kar. The university there has a focus on one topic in particular.” He leaves the rest of the question unspoken but I know exactly what he is asking.

“Yes. If I can graduate with top grades, I intend to apply to the Order. I already reached the required levels so far in navigation, summoning, entrancement. But...” I try to avoid the word cheat. “I would have failed every tec module so far if I had not been given a great deal of help at every stage. So my acceptance is still a long way from guaranteed.” 

My thoughts flit back to Tigan’s patient coaching. Maybe I should have tried harder to keep things together...

Malindir is looking at me in silence and I catch a brief glimpse of understanding beneath the fierce presence that speaks of intelligence and knowledge as well as physical power.

“Talin mentioned your history with your sister. Is this the way you hoped to atone for it, by pledging your outstanding skills to something useful?”

“If I make the grade, yes. If I fail... I don’t know. I always try not to think about failure. I just have to focus on making it through all the tests.”

“And it never occurred to you when you set out on this latest unwise journey of yours, that you were seeking one of our citadels here in the desert?”

“With hindsight it seems obvious, what with Talin’s conversation about observing the faultline. But surely a Webdancer would have no reason to keep it secret? The whole point is to inform whoever is responsible for dealing with the problem, either making sure the person disrupting the frequency stops what they’re doing––or in the case of the faultline, more likely in preparing for the inevitable earthquake and trying to save lives.”

“If you can assure me you will keep your pledge to secrecy, then I will tell you exactly what we are dealing with here. And the far greater amount that we do not yet understand.” Malindir’s voice is quiet, yet holds the kind of power that tells me I am about to learn something difficult and dangerous.

And with it, great responsibility.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

10



[image: image]


I REACH FOR ANOTHER glass of water, knowing it will be an hour or two before the dehydration fully wears off. It is some relief to be able to apply myself to the food while listening to Malindir instead of having to answer quite so many awkward questions.

He watches me in silence for a few moments, as if trying to decide on where to start.

“Alissa, I expect you discovered that the university training program is focused on perfecting Webdancer skills and learning where to apply them, but you were told nothing about where the teams actually work––or what we are working on?”

I gulp down the last of the water. “It was a surprise at first. They said we would learn those details once we were sworn to the Order. If we made it that far.”

“Did they tell you why?”

“No.”

“Hm. Well, unfortunately secrecy is essential. There will always be a determined minority who believe our standards are too demanding, that we block an easy path to riches. There are huge profits to be made in the short term for anyone who can get past Webdancer mandates and haul in vast quantities of fish or timber. There are valuable ores buried under the ice sheets of Bergen that would fetch a high price if smuggled out to off-world black markets.”

This is something the university course has not covered. At least, not yet––and I only have one more year to go. 

“But what use is all that profit if you and everyone around you starts to get sick?” 

Maybe it does explain the emphasis on fight skills though.

Malindir is remarkably matter of fact about it. 

“Anyone operating a scheme like that would first need to assemble a large team, invest in a great deal of advance planning, and secure a guaranteed resident visa somewhere off-world. A few have succeeded in spending the rest of their lives on another planet under a new identity.” 

“And never mind what happens to everyone else who is still trying to live here?”

“It seems to go with that particular mindset. Which is fortunately quite rare. We keep those stories quiet before they encourage others to try the same thing. Each successful raid leaves a legacy of harm that the Webdancers have to spend months or even years trying to put right. And it is confrontations with gangs like this that account for the majority of Webdancer deaths in the field.”

“And that is what you discovered out here? I didn’t think there was anything out in the Meshkenet except sand!”

He rubs a weary hand across wrinkled blue-grey eyes. 

“We have no idea what it is. All of Pangaea’s valuable resources are kept secret for obvious reasons, but we know where they are. And you are right, as far as we’re aware there is nothing out here except sand and a long faultline running north-south under the sand sea. And of course the small artesian basin that supplies the well for this citadel.”

“But you found a gang trying to dig something up?”

“More accurately, they found us. We were starting the third week of an investigation, looking into a disruption in the resonance that we traced back to an area a few hours by lizard to the southeast of here. That is when we were attacked by a group of around ten heavily-armed fighters.”

My urge to leap into dangerous situations is stirring again. I reach for the tempting kebab of spiced meat and roasted figs, eager for the next part of the story.

And stop. My mouth still remembers the taste. 

Delicious, but forbidden. 

They have killed a lizard!

Malindir reads my expression of horror as accurately as if I had screamed the words aloud.

“That is what we think caused part of the disturbance we originally went to investigate, two weeks previously. Someone had slaughtered three full-grown lizards and abandoned them, bleeding out and dying in the sand. When we first discovered them we saw no one and we found no tracks, just a swathe of strange wind-patterns in the sand. Guessing that this would turn into an extended investigation, we brought much of the meat back here and dried it. So, putting that together with our existing supplies of dried fruit and some grain, we are set for a long campaign.”

I take this as permission to eat freely now. Which is a relief as I am starting to notice how hungry I am. I look expectantly at Malindir, waiting for the rest of the story.

“And it was two weeks after that you were attacked?”

“Yes. We went back to the scene some days later and finally found some tracks, which we followed until they were lost in the wind and the drifting sand. It was at the end of that extended search that we were eventually attacked. Out of ten in our team, all except myself, Rianen and Talin have been killed. 

He sounds so calm and controlled, yet I can feel the deep sorrow of loss in his voice. I had been expecting tales of great deeds and victories, maybe a few heroic wounds to be tended and healed, a rallying cry for everyone to go back out and finish the job... 

But this!

So much death. And only three of them left alive to demand justice for their friends. To stop this plot. Whatever criminal plan is at work here, if its execution demands the slaughter of three sacred lizards and the killing of seven Webdancers...

It goes against every belief, everything Pangaeans hold in their hearts as real and good... as if it is destroying the very sense of who we are. There is a dark wrongness in the savage injustice of this...

I can feel hot tears of anger stinging my eyes. 

“Malindir, what can I do? I mean, apart from just keeping your secret. You need to send for reinforcements and I can come and help if you think I have enough experience...”

He is shaking his head. “There is more, and it gets worse. As soon as we discovered the dead lizards, Rianen and Gir rode directly to Karesh and took the shuttle to Merkaan to report what we had found.” He notices my surprise. “Yes. Indeed. You know the situation is bad when Webdancers choose to travel by air.”

One thing the university did warn us about was the way rapid travel can disorient the heightened sensitivity of a trained Webdancer. And the need to weigh up the potential advantage of speed if it means the loss of sharp awareness.

“Surely that would have left them both less alert and focused when they arrived in the capital? 

“I fear that is what may have happened. They split up, intending to inform two of their key contacts at the same time. Gir never made it out of his meeting. Rianen picked up his warning signal on her holo as he was dying. She never discovered who had betrayed him and I think she only survived because she made the decision to come straight back here. She felt her priority was to warn the rest of us that there are traitors at the heart of the Merkaan government. But she was too late.”

It takes me a few moments to work out the sequence of what must have happened. 

“So Rianen abandoned her meeting in case there were traitors waiting there as well... but the people who murdered Gir were able to get here first and set up the ambush that killed the rest of your team?”

“Yes. Which means––”

“They broke the agreement on the no-fly zone and they made the journey using air shuttles.”

“Exactly. We are dealing with something more serious than anything since the civil war.”

I sense immediately that this could move a deal faster than a mere criminal gang looking for loot.

“If some of our belligerent warlords get to hear of lizard killings, Webdancer murders and invasions of our airspace... and if they think those pesky bureaucrats in Merkaan are responsible, it will probably start a civil war!” 

Talin’s insistence on secrecy takes on a new imperative, but I can tell that Malindir is concerned about wider issues.

“I am convinced that none of this is official government policy. That would be too extreme a deviation from the somewhat benign complacency of the last few years. There has to be some rogue faction in the administration behind all this and we don’t yet know how far it spreads. And the last thing we need right now is a war between Irithen and the other provinces. The problem is, we need reinforcements as you say, but we can trust no-one. Remember that. Even if you know someone well and can be sure of their loyalty, they would then have to contact someone else, and so on, putting everyone in that chain in danger.”

“Is that what Talin’s argument in Samar Makhan was about?”

“Yes. After Rianen’s warning, I sent him there to contact our undercover agent in the city, to order him to tell absolutely no one about where we are located or anything we discovered, until we have a better idea of who we can trust. Or more to the point, who we cannot trust. Of course, the agent wanted to contact the warlords and raise an army of Sandriders to ride out and attack these intruders.”

“But you said the raiders have disappeared again?”

“For the moment, yes. But not before they put a bounty on Talin’s head and distributed his photo to several of the sand-rat hideouts near all five of the oasis cities. He says he had already captured one of them before you found him, and the man knew nothing except that he would collect a reward on proof of death.”

So Talin really was aiming for capture and question until I suddenly intervened.

It is like pieces of a puzzle slowly falling into place. Except... 

“Did Talin get to see the photo the assassins were using to identify him?”

“Yes. And it was the one from the central records of Webdancer teams. So there is someone in this conspiracy who has access to those records. Confirmation, if we needed it, that Rianen’s suspicions are justified. There is at least one person high up in the government who is involved in this.”

“Surely you know other Webdancers well enough to contact someone from another team directly? One thing they did tell us at the university was that within the Order, the Webdancers can trust each other implicitly. It would be a start, even if you were still unable to trust key people in the government or the military to provide you with backup?”

I watch him weighing up how much to tell me.

“Alissa, do you know how Iritheni Webdancer teams work together?”

“No. Like I said, almost all we learn is techniques and a few general principles, like trust. Team details are for when we get as far as being sworn to the Order. If we get that far and pass all their demanding tests.”

“But you are aware that there are very few Irithenis studying for this privilege at the university?”

“Yes. It did make me wonder how there could possibly be enough adepts to patrol the whole of Irithen. But of course it was all speculation.”

“There would not be enough, which is why there is a kind of unofficial dispensation for Irithenis. It helps to compensate for the fact that so many of our people do not take well to a residency in a place like Kar. Someone qualified with proper training is allowed to take on trainees directly from the Sandrider cohorts. Well, not exactly allowed, but the Elders make no objection as it is the only way to make the system work.” 

I had already been wondering how Talin had become part of a Webdancer patrol unit when he cannot be more than sixteen––which really would have been early to graduate from Kar and then complete the rigorous Order training. I had not known anyone could be directly co-opted after qualifying as Sandrider.

“So if I do make the grade, I would be expected to return here and become a team leader? Train my own crew?” 

That thought provokes both triumph and apprehension in equal measure. 

Malindir glares at me suspiciously. 

“Yes. It is best that students are unaware of this. Advance knowledge too easily leads to inflated ideas of self-importance.” 

I immediately wonder if my face is already revealing inflated ideas of self-importance. I certainly don’t feel particularly important. More like overwhelmed with the news of what is happening out here.

“So why did you decide to tell me all this?”

“Because I sensed that your pledge of secrecy was genuine. And you offered your help. We could certainly use it. But there is something else you need to know before you make that choice.”

“Go ahead. It can’t be any more alarming than everything you have already told me.” 

He hesitates again. “Alissa, do you know what Ronin means?”

It seems like another strange leap of topics, from high-level conspiracy and murder to some dusty archive in a history-vid. But then, everything Malindir has told me so far has, eventually, tied together and made sense.

If anything in this nightmare situation can be called sense.

“Ronin were warriors who had no leader, no overlord. They were often mercenaries, soldiers for hire to the highest bidder...” I stare at him. “You can’t be mercenaries?”

Luckily he manages not to take offence. “No. My friends died for their country. No amount of money would have turned them away from that. But our leader was killed in that ambush. According to Webdancer creed, as survivors we should report back to the administration in Merkaan and get permission to join another team under a fully qualified leader. 

“And there is no way you can do that?”

“As I have explained, in our present circumstances we are unable to comply. We have no idea who in the administration we can trust. Even if we could bypass the patrol-records and somehow find another Webdancer team, the leader would be obliged to report in on our behalf. If you are going to join us, you need to know what you are getting into.” 

He stands and turns to go. “I will leave you some time to consider. I will return later to show you a place where you can wash and sleep.” He walks out and I can see a weariness in him, a heaviness of the heart more than of the body. 

I sit staring at the russet walls of the cave, trying to clear my mind. I have to make a choice. Turn down the chance to serve my country in its hour of need––and at the same time risk my future chances of being accepted by the Order. 

I have no idea what level of treason might be applied to someone joining a rogue team out in the desert. Breaking one of the fundamental tenets of the Order before I even get as far as the initial tests. 

Ronin.
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THE HEADY AROMA OF ayan wakes me from a deep sleep of utter exhaustion. Whoever left the glorious brew for me has already disappeared. I wrap my hands contentedly around the warm mug, enjoying the sensation of drinking slowly instead of hurriedly gulping in the desperation of thirst. I am still pondering the impossible choice awaiting me.

Impossible to predict the outcome, but my decision is already made. 

The room Malindir allocated for me last night is small but comfortable by the simple standards of Irithen. I gaze at the hewn russet walls, wondering how long it took for those ancient stonemasons to carve a naturally formed cave into something a person could sleep in. The floor is flat and smooth, with a rounded ledge to one side that serves as a bed. A small alcove in the wall forms the table for my morning drink and a small bowl of water to wash in. Even down here the air is warm enough to make the cool splashing feel welcome on my parched skin.

“Alissa?” 

Talin peers through the arched entrance. “I hoped you were awake by now.” He hesitates in the doorway, visibly cautious. I can easily guess why.

“Thanks for the brew, if it was you who brought it. Yes, come in. I’m not going to yell at you for kidnapping me. Or hijacking my spinners.”

He folds slender legs under him and we both sit on the floor facing each other. He is still holding back from starting a conversation. Perhaps he thinks I might be holding onto an extended grudge.

“Talin, I can understand now why you did it. Maybe I should be grateful you didn’t simply kill me to keep me quiet.”

I notice the shadow flit across his face at the memory.

“I didn’t really want to kill those sand-rats either, even though they were after the bounty on my head. But once I accepted that they knew nothing about their paymasters no matter how long I questioned them, I had to focus on all the lives at stake if we fail to discover who is behind this conspiracy.”

His reluctance to launch into his next question flares grey against the amber glow of the hover-globe floating near the ceiling. 

“So... have you decided if you will help us?”

“Of course. What else could I do? I suppose it’s better not to ask what the penalties are for breaking the laws of the Order before I even get to be accepted and swear allegiance.”

He manages a wry grin. “Probably less severe than for those of us who are breaking an oath already sworn.”

“So are you going to tell me what it is you want me to do? And does it have anything to do with my weight? Or rather, my lack of it?” I glance down at my arms. Lean and wiry. Strength without bulk has always helped me when climbing on and off restless horses or scaly lizards. Or in physical combat when adversaries assume my small size means I will be an easy pushover. But both Talin and Malindir are of similar wiry build and look as strong as any warrior I have ever seen.

Talin offers me my weapon and sand-spinners. 

“Here. And again, my apologies for temporarily stealing them.” He gets to his feet. “I don’t really know how to explain what we’re asking of you. It may be easier if I simply show you what I mean. Please, leave your equipment here.” He leads the way back along the inner passage and through the main cave until we are back at the spot I noticed yesterday near the entrance, where the tunnel splits into two. 

He turns into the other fork and I follow, climbing steadily as the route curves around within the solid rock. This must surely be underneath the highest part of this ridge. I can feel a faint updraft coming from behind me, suggesting that there is a vent somewhere in the roof above, drawing the air through the tunnel. And yet, even with fresh air wafting in from the desert, there is a faint smell here that is difficult to identify.

“Talin, why is this tunnel so much larger than the one leading to the living spaces below?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe it was made during a time in history when it was used for a similar purpose to the way we’re using it now. Worth all the extra digging.”

I wait for him to say more but he relapses into silence. I run my fingers over the tool marks on the rough walls as we pass. That would have been a serious amount of extra digging and I fail to imagine what could possibly be...

Ah. That would probably explain it.

All I can do is stare. I am standing at the edge of a much larger cave than the one we left behind. Large enough to accommodate two enormous condors. I have never seen their like before, except on study-vids––but I know damn well what they are.

And where they come from.

“You brought them over from Eden?” 

Another law broken. Another precept abandoned in a wild hope that all will be justified in the end–– 

The nearest bird turns its head and glares at me.

“Look out!” Talin drags me out of range as the thing lunges ferociously at me with its hooked beak.

I pick myself up off the tunnel floor and peer back into the cave, trying to see why I survived the encounter with my limbs still intact. Both creatures are shackled to the wall by a doubled-length of silk lizard-reins tied to a leg.

I lean back against the lumpy wall of the tunnel. This is too much. “Maybe you should tell me if there are any precepts you haven’t broken?”

He shrugs, his grey awkwardness flaring dully.

“Honestly, Alissa, we don’t usually restrain them. There is no need. They have nowhere else to go on this side of the ocean and we make sure they’re well fed, within their normal feast and fast routine. Tying them was a precaution. I came up here earlier, in case they reacted badly to a stranger’s presence.”

The sudden shock on so many levels has carved a sharp edge to my indignation.

“So perhaps I should thank you for your clever and accurate guesswork. Can we retreat now you have proved yourself correct?”

Talin grabs my arm as I turn away. 

“Just give them a chance to get used to you. It’s not as if they want to eat you. They much prefer carrion.”

Hm. That is definitely the first time anyone has told me that I am second choice to a piece of dead meat, but I suppose his comment is accurate. The few bones not already cracked open and crunched into fragments remain scattered across the floor. All have been picked white and clean.

“No wonder you needed to collect those dead lizards.”

“Actually, it was finding those dying lizards that told us the situation was more serious than we had first thought, although we only discovered later from Rianen how the corruption has reached into the government. Malindir rode to Samar Makhan to inform our agent there what had happened, although he asked him not to report anything until we could get a little closer to discovering who was responsible. At the same time, I went to bring the condors over from Eden––which has extended our search area enormously. In fact, we don’t need to give them much food here, just enough to let them know it’s their temporary new home. Each time I flew out with them I just went along with their natural habit of returning to the kill-site to feed on the remains. Then I could check for new tracks and follow any fresh signs I found.”

Malindir’s deep voice echoes from the dimly lit tunnel.

“It will be a savage training regime. You must be sure of your choice, or you will give up before you complete it. And I am warning you now, we have no time here to waste on half-hearted failures.”

I heard no sound of his approach. Few people can get so close without my hearing them. First Talin, and now his trainer. Webdancer skills I suppose. Malindir probably overheard my protests and assumes I’m looking for excuses. 

I turn to face him. “I said I would do it. I’m not one for giving up if things gets tough. I just think I have a right to know how many more articles of discipline I’m expected to disobey before I commit to getting started with this.”

“Laws change when we are at war.” He notices my alarm. “It may be some time before it becomes official, but if we don’t stop this I believe that is where it will lead. And to answer your question, I think you have seen all of our protocol violations so far. Be warned, there may be more if things get desperate.”

I raise my hands in acquiescence.

As if things are not desperate enough already. 

Something else is scratching at the back of my mind. Another of those deductions that seem so obvious with hindsight but less so during the overload of so many strange new pieces of the puzzle. Malindir may be lean but he is also tall and well-muscled. 

I glance back at the condor, now sulking gloomily at the far side of its cave. No. It could not carry him very far, even if it could get off the ground at all. I caught a glimpse of Rianen on the way to my room last night and she has the same height and powerful build as Malindir.

“So what happened to the other hawk-rider?”

“Killed in the ambush, together with all the others.” Talin’s face betrays both sorrow and anger. “The raiders were using guns. We could only assume their high level connections made it easy for them to get their hands on illegal weapons like that.”

I add that to the list of crimes our unknown adversaries seem able to commit with impunity. Discovering who is controlling them feels like a massive task with only four fighters. 

I glance back over my shoulder to the cave.

And two enormous condors.

But will it be enough?
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TALIN HANDS ME A CRUDELY patched-together jacket sewn out of several layers of sand-robe.

“I hope you still prefer improvisation to fancy nano-tec.”

I shrug into the shapeless garment and tie the silk cord tight to my waist. 

“So long as it functions. What exactly is it supposed to do?”

“It should reduce the amount of damage that Claw can inflict on you with his, erm, claws.”

I look across at the giant bird, only to encounter two great amber eyes staring straight back at me.

“That’s his name? Couldn’t you have come up with something a bit more original?”

“Not when you’re getting beaten black and blue by the thing, no! He’s lucky he didn’t get named anything worse.”

“What about the one you ride? Did you call that one Beak?”

“No, of course not. That one is Strike. Which is what she was doing with her beak most of the time.”

“Why were you training with both of them?”

“I was on my own in Eden. So, not much choice really. Anyhow, I’ve just moved Strike into the smaller cave next door, so you only have one bird to deal with at first. Easier for you. Are you ready to start now?”

“What am I supposed to do when I get in there?”

“Just get as close as you can and keep dodging out of harm’s way until Claw gets used to you.”

That sounds like a seriously bad plan, guaranteed to annoy an already antagonistic condor while inflicting a large amount of damage on me.

“That’s it? Didn’t you find any degree of entrancement possible? Surely that would help?”

“It’s not easy with birds. Even big ones. I tried a couple of times but couldn’t get anywhere with it. When you’ve been in there for a few seconds, you’ll soon see why.”

“I never heard of it working with lizards, but birds are warm-blooded. It ought to make a difference?”

Even if Talin does give me some clues, I would be starting from zero experience on that score. I have never had the need to try inducing a trance in any flying creature. There are no birds on the inhabited continent of Pangaea that are anywhere near large enough to borrow as transport and the smaller resident species seldom attack humans. Apart from sand-lizards, all the potentially dangerous giant animals of any kind were transferred to the uninhabited continent of Eden many generations ago, where they were left to evolve peacefully, uninterrupted by humans doing insane things like trying to ride them.

Talin sounds doubtful about the whole idea of trying an entrancement. 

“I think you’ll be too busy avoiding a serious injury. You won’t have time to achieve the level of focus you’ll need. Just go in and see what happens. Make sure you keep your head well away from his beak.”

“Hm. I think I had already worked that one out, but thanks for the warning anyhow.” 

I step cautiously into the bird’s strike range.

It doesn’t move. Feeling encouraged, I walk forward, keeping my pace slow and steady, trying to ignore the creature’s carrion breath washing over me. Maybe Claw already feels that I’m just another part of the scenery––

The bird lets out a savage squawk and the huge beak crashes down onto the soft rock inches from my head, sending tiny fragments flying in all directions. If I had been a fraction slower in throwing myself sideways and rolling out of the way, that blow would have impaled the crushed remains of my skull to the floor. There is no time to consider an alternative plan because Claw uses his embedded beak to balance on one leg and lash out with the other. His claws are not as sharp as those of a hunter-hawk but they are large and have massive bunched muscles driving them forward. 

The pain lashes down the full length of my leg and I feel wet blood pooling on the ground when I hit the floor. I have to move or that sledgehammer of a beak will be back to finish the job, so I ignore the pain in my leg and roll clear, springing to my feet again and circling around behind my tormentor. My only hope now is that the further I am from its head and that formidable beak, the harder it will be for him to reach me. That should give me a few moments to figure out what he plans to try next.

I seem to have gained a small advantage here, because now Claw has become distracted by the smell of my blood on the floor and is questing around the pool, searching for the dead animal that ought to accompany it. 

Live creatures dancing back and forth under his monstrous tail feathers don’t seem to register in quite the same way for an experienced vulture.

Fortunately.

My respite does not last long. Claw soon gives up on his hopes for a meal and resumes his efforts to get rid of this annoying creature that has invaded his living quarters. I feel a flicker of hope as I start to get a sense of the way he moves, learning to judge the balance he has to establish between beak and claws in order to take repeated swipes at me.

Which is when he changes tactics, bringing one half-open wing around behind me to deliver a sharp blow in the small of my back, throwing me across the cave into the wall. I curl into a ball at the last moment to deflect some of the impact, drop to the floor, roll over and stand up, swaying on my feet. There is a lot of blood dripping into my eyes and my head is spinning. 

I barely feel Talin’s hands on my arm, dragging me out of the cave and into the approach tunnel. His voice seems to be coming from far away.

“Malindir, should we stop for a while, do you think?”

I am vaguely aware of Malindir picking me up and carrying me back down the wide passageway.

Then everything goes black.
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IT TAKES ME A WHILE to work out that I am staring at the russet carved roof of one of the lower caves. Everything hurts. I try to move my leg but it seems to be pinned to the floor.

Talin’s face appears above me. 

“That went really well for a first try!”

I make a feeble effort to work out if his observation is genuine or an unusual new form of sarcasm.

“In that case, I prefer not to know what ‘bad’ would have felt like. Am I going to be able to stand up anytime soon?”

“Give it a few more minutes. There’s a heavy surgeon-clamp on your leg with the timer set to three hours and that was programmed nearly three hours ago.”

“Ugh. I know what a mess those things leave after they’ve pinged you as supposedly finished and mended.”

“Alissa, it’s not a beauty contest! We can have another training session this afternoon. There wasn’t any deep damage on your leg. Just a lot of blood. I’ll fetch you some lunch. More roasted crab with dates?”

I resign myself to another hour of dancing around the rock floor while being pursued by an enormous bird that seems to appreciate having something more interesting to do than crunching up a few old bones. This time Claw decides to grab the supposedly protective jacket in his beak and use the new grip to fling me against the cave wall again.

Back in the tiny clinic with a new surgeon-clamp on my hand, I feel less inclined to listen to Talin’s words of praise.

“But Alissa, that was really good! I think you’re progressing faster than I did.”

“How long did it take you?”

“Almost a week. But we don’t have that much time. You’re going to have to win your wings much faster than I did. I can take the condors outside to feed and scout but with only one rider, they’re erratic and difficult to control. Progress on finding these conspirators has been slowed badly by our losses.”

I twitch my hand inside the clamp and instantly regret it as a fiery stab of pain runs up my arm.

“Try taking the wretched creatures out one at a time.”

“I did, but it’s worse. They want to be together.”

Another seven days of this mayhem is seriously unappealing. The news that I need to achieve airlift before then is little comfort considering the degree of animosity Claw displays every time I step through his front door.

The clamp pings. Talin removes it and I struggle to sit up. The so-called protective jacket is stiff with half-dried blood. Mine. I sniff it cautiously. The upper cave is warmer than the living spaces down here and in the heat this singularly useless garment is rapidly acquiring the kind of stink normally associated with Claw’s preferred food.

Dead meat. Bad idea.

I peel it off, awkward with my newly-repaired hand. 

Talin grabs it anxiously. “Don’t abandon it! Believe me, the damage will be a whole lot worse without it. I tried it once. It wasn’t pretty.”

Exasperation takes over. 

“The whole thing is crazy! Why are we equipped with state of the art surgeon-clamps and other choice bits of the latest med-tec––and I’m trying to hide inside a piece of old sack? Correction. Bloody sack.”

“Because we still have the original high-quality med-tec equipment that all Webdancer patrols are issued with. The bad news is, nothing will be replaced until we comply with the directive to report to another official patrol.”

I frown, puzzled. “I thought the problem with Merkaan bureaucrats was all their rules and complex timewasting. Surely they’re not vindictive enough to deny you med support?”

“Not that. They just don’t know we exist until we report in. And if we did, they would simply tell us what we already know––that we should join another group whose leader will request additional gear for the increase in numbers under their command. And we don’t know which officials we can trust.”

I am starting to see the dilemma. “And you would lose several days’ search-time just to get as far as the coms terminal in Kar or Merkaan in order to report in.”

“Now you’re starting to understand. Loads more reasons to restart the search soon. Are you ready for more training?”

Training is not really the term I would use for these sessions. I’ve been through equally damaging experiences with both animals and humans, but there was always an underlying principle that training implies learning. All I seem to be learning here is how to avoid getting terminally squashed––but Claw is learning how to beat my defensive moves as fast as I devise them. 

Talin has observed this also. His take on it is that when I finally gain Claw’s acceptance, I will be paired with a bird of unusual intelligence. I try to think of it as a form of delayed gratification but it offers little help in the immediate next few hours. I stare at the smelly, stiffening garment in my hand.

This is not the way to do it.

“Talin, how did you bring the condors over from Eden? I mean, the only way I can think of would be to load them into one of those huge public-service air shuttles with all the seats stripped out. And you couldn’t have done that without permission from the head of transport in Merkaan. Which I assume is out of the question right now.”

He gives an impatient shrug to tell me I am wasting precious time by thinking about strategy, instead of simply getting myself beaten up all over again. Then he seems to accept that he will only persuade me to move when I have more information.

“I used to volunteer for ranger patrol on Eden, in support of the Webdancer teams out there. That’s how I came to the attention of one of the senior Order members. She noticed that I had exceptional resonance-skills, so she introduced me to the woman who would become my team leader on desert patrol.” 

He looks away, his sorrow and anger flaring blue-silver in the amber light. “Until she was killed by whoever these conspirators are.” 

I wait for a few moments to give him time to grieve a little. He is still an enigma. Sometimes he seems so young, with the same crazy enthusiasm and carelessness I love so much in Jaken’s carefree approach to life. Yet at other times I see something much older in Talin, almost a world-weariness that comes from too many bitter and violent experiences. I hope my sweet younger brother never has to face anything like it.

It feels harsh to interrupt, but I remind myself that Talin is as anxious to get moving on this difficult search as I am. I try to get him back to essentials.

“You still haven’t explained how you brought the birds over here. I’ve seen the vid-maps of Eden. It’s a vast distance to the rocky semi-desert where the condors hang out, never mind the ocean you have to cross just to get the birds back over here again.”

He leans against the rock wall, closing his eyes against the distraction of violent memories.

“Volunteer youth rangers are often paired with a reconnaissance pilot, overflying the more remote areas in small two-person air shuttles. My pilot-contact used to operate out of a small base on an island just off the coast of Irithen. A kind of compromise to get better access to that part of Eden without infringing Irithen’s no-fly zone. The location is a hard day by lizard directly east of here.”

“And you can just commandeer one of their recons any time you want one?”

“No, of course not. But... well it was a bit odd, actually. He said all the recons had been grounded for just over a year. It started six months after I quit to join the Webdancer unit. Something to do with faults and safety checks. So he had been reassigned to monitoring the island’s shellfish until the fleet was given the all-clear again. I made up a story about needing to collect some additional data from one of the teams on Eden. We were good friends so he believed me without asking any awkward questions.” 

“And?”

“And what? He did his own safety checks on the recon and then went ahead, sneaking a flight across the ocean and the forested areas of Eden, to the most frequented part of condor territory.” 

“It might seem obvious to you, but you still haven’t explained how you captured Strike and flew both the birds back here. For a start, a condor is powerful, but it’s heavy. Not a long-distance flyer like an albatross. How would they even make it across the ocean?” 

“Oh that. There are a lot of tiny islands out there. Enough for brief stopovers if you happen to know where they are––which of course I do, from overflying that route a few times when I was on ranger patrol. And like I said, the two birds want to be together, so when I set off, Claw followed Strike. Now can we get back to training?”

“No! You keep missing out the part I really need to know. How did you get started, training with Strike when you were on Eden?”

“Same as you’re doing here! I got repeatedly beaten up for a week until she got bored with being a bully and finally decided to let me get close to her. I like to think she appreciates the extra company now she’s had time to get used to the idea. Maybe she thinks I’m a weird sort of chick or something.”

The thought of Talin being considered a surrogate chick seems to me extremely unlikely, but whatever, he seems to have made the arrangement work.

“But you could only have had a portable med-kit with you. If you had spent all that time getting as damaged as I have, you wouldn’t have survived.”

“Well, yes. But you have much better treatment available here, so what’s the problem?”

“Why were your injuries less serious? And don’t tell me it’s because you’re built more solidly than I am, because I can see you’re not.”

“Oh that. Well, I didn’t get thrown against the wall so often because the cave they were living in over on Eden was much bigger than the one they have here.”

I draw in a long breath. It has taken him a while to get around to it, but we might finally be getting somewhere. 

“So you had more room to move around and keep out of the way?”

“Well, yes, but I don’t think that would make much difference because they can move deadly fast themselves. As you may have noticed.”

“That settles it.” I drop the useless body-shielding onto the floor. “I’m in a different situation and I can use the advantage of having you here with me. You’re already able to move these birds around without getting your head bitten off, and now I’m going to put that to good use. We’re going outside. And I’m going to manage without the horrible sack that’s starting to stink like vulture-lunch.”

Talin hunches his shoulders in resignation, but his face is saying he is certain I have made the biggest mistake of my life and will live to regret it. 

Or maybe he just thinks I won’t regret it because I won’t actually live through it to do anything at all.

Whichever it is, he decides not to argue and heads back to the upper cave. I follow him, hoping my guess works out. 

Going against the advice of someone with a whole lot more experience always leaves me with a feeling of uncertainty.
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I KEEP A WARY DISTANCE as I watch every detail of Talin’s technique for getting the silk reins onto Strike’s head. He makes it look so easy. A slow, respectful approach, carefully averting his eyes so as not to appear aggressive, very similar to the best way of approaching a skittish horse.

He slips the silk loop over that ferocious hooked beak almost the length of his forearm, eases the halter over the condor’s scaly head and hooks it in place using the ruff of golden feathers on its neck. 

I feel a stab of resentment when he repeats the performance on Claw. He even pauses to stroke the fine scales above the grumpy bird’s beak and suffers no hint of retribution. Both of these cantankerous creatures had even lowered their heads to allow him to reach them in the first place.

The problem with being competitive is that it can drive you to take risks that instantly look unrealistic when viewed from a cooler perspective. I try to remind myself of this as Talin leads the birds down the tunnel and across the rock shelf beyond. Being obliged to traipse along at a safe distance behind them is already making me feel like a failure.

The sun is low on the horizon and the heat is dropping a little as Talin walks out into the edge of the dunes and pauses to focus. I follow suit, reaching out my senses to check if there are any hungry sand-lizards nearby. I detect nothing, and as lizards rarely travel long distances to feed if darkness is almost upon them, we should be clear to try this out on the sand. 

It also means we have very little daylight left in which to get it done. 

Talin calls across to me. “I’ll have to remove his reins in case they tangle.” He slides the halter from Claw’s head and moves to stand close to Strike, keeping her on a tight rein as a signal to discourage her from flying. 

“Go for it, Alissa. I think you’re mad but I can tell I won’t be able to persuade you otherwise.”

“I won’t hold you responsible for what happens.”

“I just hope you’re still in good enough condition to hold anything at all by the end of this.”

“I think he might have been a bit claustrophobic in that cave if they were used to living in a bigger one, back on Eden. I’m hoping he’ll be less irritable now we’re out in the open.” 

I’m already cautiously circling, taking my cue from Talin and keeping my eyes averted in between hasty glances to check which attack mode Claw is planning to inflict on me this time.

Wing. A hefty thump to the back of my ribcage that throws me several feet through the air until gravity brings me rapidly back to the dry sand. It knocks all the wind out of me but is far less damaging than the rock wall of the cave. Claw dips his head to one side, watching me curiously as I gasp to regain my breath. 

Almost as if he’s waiting for my next move, waiting for the next part of this amusing game?

I change tactics a little, circling around but not trying to advance quite so close to him. Claw shuffles scaly feet in the soft sand, turning slowly to follow my route, expecting me to approach. I can sense a little more of him now. He is waiting for my next step, using it as a signal for his strike-response.

I feint, take a half step forward and watch him shift his balance, ready to attack. Then I immediately take two steps back again. He stops, once more dipping his head to one side. I repeat the move. Same result. This is turning into a strange dance, circling around each other in the soft sand as the last rays of sun burnish his feathers to a beautiful shade of deep red-gold.

Talin’s voice, soft in the dusk. 

“I take back everything I said. I think it’s working.”

I feel it might be a bit early to celebrate but I keep going, aware that the light is starting to fade rapidly and my time is running out.

There is something mysterious and magical about twilight, as if everything moves and flows in an uncertain world, not belonging to either day or night. I can sense a shift in Claw’s sharp attention, maybe an unconscious preparation for the imperative of sleep. 

And in that drift of awareness, I start to feel it, the first ripple of hypnotic connection between us, something I have only ever experienced with warm-blooded creatures of the land. 

I slow my movements, swaying from side to side, imitating the powerful, muscular steps of the great condor, scaled down to match this stringy human who is weaving and turning in front of his eyes. His head dips and moves, side to side, keeping pace with my lead. Now the connection is going both ways and I can sense his longing to fly free above the sand, tethered only by the approaching darkness and his compelling need to stay close to his mate.

I risk a brief pause in the flow of concentration to check the light levels. I feel sure that encouraging the bird to suddenly take off and disappear would earn me some severe sanctions from Malindir, but it must surely be too dark now for a day raptor to start a long flight. I stretch the muscles in my arms, as slowly and powerfully as my wiry body will allow, raising them a little above the horizontal.

And the condor responds, unfurling his huge wings, fully seventy feet from curved tip to tip, a great dark shadow rising above me, finger-feathers flaring in response to my own spread hands. I can tell it is not a full entrancement. If this bird was a hawk-hunter and I was in the role of food, the trance would not be deep enough to stop him moving in for the kill. No matter. It seems to have taken the edge off Claw’s need to play this stalking game. 

I hear the sharp intake of Talin’s breath, not daring to speak for fear of breaking the hypnotic spell. 

This is where it would have been useful to have the reins in place but I can understand Talin’s concern about entanglement. Keeping my arms spread, I weave across the dusky ground to stand perilously close to Claw’s head. If this goes wrong now, I have no chance of getting out of harm’s way. His wings are far longer than I guessed from the size of his body.

I reach up, burying both hands in the thick mass of breast feathers, hoping I have plunged them deep enough for such a large creature to feel the urgent tug against the downy lining. Slowly, he lowers his head. Talin is trying to push the halter against my shoulder but I dare not risk fumbling with the unfamiliar arrangement and breaking this tenuous connection. I grasp a handful of feathers and haul myself up, hand over hand, until I can sit astride his neck.

I can tell he is used to taking this as a cue to fly, because he makes a few strenuous flaps with those enormous wings. I lean forward, pushing down on his neck. The additional weight is nowhere near enough to actually hold him down but he seems to sense the message and folds his wings again. I wait for a few moments while Talin gets the halter over his head, before slithering down from my perch, slowing my descent by catching hold of a few feathers as I pass and then leaping the last few feet to land somewhat awkwardly next to Talin on the darkening sand.

I can’t resist a triumphant grin.

“Looks like we can fly tomorrow!”

*
[image: image]


MARPA STARES AT THE message on the screen of his holo-vis, his fingers still pressed against the memory capsule he has just been given. He looks up at the travel-worn courier now leaning heavily against the white-painted adobe wall of his office. Every inch of her body speaks a bone-weariness, asking permission to forget Iritheni pride for a few minutes. He signals that she is free to leave.

“Thank you for delivering this to me so quickly. Now go reward yourself with food or arak or mist-shower or whatever it is you’ve been dreaming about while being slowly roasted on your way here. I’ll order an extra water delivery for that exhausted lizard you left at the north gate trough.”

She raises a questioning eyebrow, as if even words are too much effort right now. Marpa allows himself a faint smile. Sometimes it pays to lay a few pieces of gossip to reinforce his reputation as leader and security chief. 

Things are volatile enough in this city as it is.

“My city-spies noticed your arrival and reported in before  you had finished sorting the first water ration.”

Marpa watches the faint flicker of alarm before she conceals it once more. That story will be well spread around the bar before morning, never mind in which order her priorities are fulfilled this evening. 

He waits until she leaves and then studies the decrypted message more carefully. 

If only there were more details here. His contact in the capital is repeating the warnings of the previous message with precious little in the way of solid evidence or explanation. 

Another draft of new laws about to come in to effect. More reasons to arrest more people. The new correctional facility is unlikely to contain the increased numbers for much longer. A second undercover operative has disappeared.

And they’re asking me if I know anything! In a remote outpost like this?

But it is the last line of the message that brings a sudden chill to Marpa’s spine.

.

“All these troubling events are surely linked in some way. Investigate, but be cautious about anyone you might speak to about this. I fear it may go higher in the administration than we first thought.”
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WE START EARLY THE following morning. I ask Talin to set up both sets of reins in case my intrusion into the cave triggers the wrong sort of associations in Claw’s brain and he goes back into attack mode. Still, walking ahead of the great birds feels very different from the uncertainty of yesterday. Now all I have to learn is the correct technique to avoid falling off once airborne.

Rianen is waiting outside on the edge of the sand, her faded sand-robe blowing in the dawn wind. Her pack with its formidable array of weapons is already cinched tight to her waist over her worn russet tunic. She might be around forty years old, although it is hard to tell from a face so weathered and darkened by desert sun and storms. 

She watches as Talin passes Claw’s lead-rein to me.

“You did well there, new one. But it was a bold choice. When you go out into the erg you must balance courage with wisdom. This search of ours will need both our hawk-riders to scout for more than a mere day or two if we are to succeed.” 

Malindir walks out of the entrance and crosses the rock band to join us. He has a collection of weapons equal to Rianen’s fearsome array, as well as a heavy pack with loops to attach it to a lizard’s spine scales. 

I feel almost unarmed by comparison. Talin and I are limited to a couple of throwing knives and a few arrows, as well as a tiny amount of water. Extra weight is out of the question if the condors are to fly well.

Malindir is careful to keep an appropriate distance from either condor as he tests the direction of the wind.

“You should go now, to give the birds time to feed. They are hungry. I fed them with stored rations three days after Talin left for Samar Makhan but they have had nothing since. Make sure you hold them back from gorging too much or they will be too heavy to get themselves off the ground.”

I glance apprehensively at Talin. That detail was missing from my instructions. Getting between a large creature and its food is something best avoided––and in the absence of a full trance I fail to see how it could even be possible.

“How about some advice here, before we’re in the middle of a wrestling match with a frustrated condor?”

He seems unconcerned. “Sorry, forgot. Don’t worry, I would have remembered before we set off. I think I would have remembered, anyhow.” He unclips a bag from his belt and passes it to me. “Here. I did remember to bring a spare, so no problem.”

I notice he has a similar bag still clipped to his waist.

“Do I need to check this out, learn how to use whatever it is?”

“Not really. There’s an eyeshade inside and it’s obvious what you do with it. A blind, same as the hood we use for hunter-hawks, only it doesn’t cover the whole head, to save weight. All you have to remember is to be ready to clip it around his eyes so he thinks it’s night time and stops eating.”

I look dubiously at the length of Claw’s neck. Short and thick, but still a precarious balancing challenge directly above a hungrily feeding vulture. I try to convince myself that Talin is still alive and I make a mental note to watch him for a few minutes before trying this myself. Still, that is not the only issue I need to prepare for.

“So when they stop eating, we’re left with two enormous birds, stuck on the ground, can’t see anything, thinking it’s time to sleep?”

“Not quite, but you have to act fast. The shade is part-mesh and creates twilight rather than total darkness. You have a few minutes to steer the bird away, pull off the blind, and then get airborne before he remembers his interrupted meal.”

“That is the plan?”

“It worked the last couple of times I used it. You can’t let them overeat or they’ll be too heavy to even take off.”

So it comes down to a choice between vulture-wrestling or running the risk of getting trapped by returning raiders. 

With guns. 

No contest. “Fine. If you think of any details you might have missed, maybe tell me before we get too far into this thing.” I clip the bag onto my belt.

Malindir interrupts. “Alissa, you need to get moving. Rianen and I have to wait until the sand is warm enough to call a lizard and we can’t travel as fast as you will. You need to come back and meet us before we go too far in the wrong direction. We’re relying on your guidance. I think it’s best to avoid coms even if we’re within the five-mile limit of each other, in case it flags our location. There may be another ambush waiting nearby.”

The stern expression on his face stops all thought of protest before the words even start to form. I glance hurriedly at Talin, take note of what he does next, and then move to copy him. I even make a point of standing in the same spot relative to Claw’s head and this time the bird’s previous experience works to my advantage. The great head slowly lowers until the beak almost touches the ground, making it easy to loop the reins from the lead position back over his neck. Then I can scramble up the thick feathers to my perch within the great ruff below the head-scales.

It suddenly occurs to me that the last time I provoked wing opening, I used the partial hypnosis we were sharing and once again both Talin and I have forgotten to check out this rather essential next stage––

The huge wings stretch and flap behind me, shoving me violently forward. I grab two handfuls of feathers, barely managing to hang on to the reins, when Claw lurches into the air, throwing me back again almost on top of his powerfully beating wings. Everything becomes a blur of whirling light and golden feathers until I work out how to adjust my position a little further back, on top of what I suppose passes for shoulders on an enormous bird.

The lurching eases a little and I hurriedly use the respite to tuck my feet under the neck feathers on either side...

And suddenly everything feels right. I am in perfect balance now, able to hold myself here as easily as on a horse or a lizard. 

At last, I can take stock of where I am.

I look down. 

A sudden clutch of vertigo has me clinging on to those neck feathers again. The rock ridge is far below, no more than a dark line across the dun and shade of the sand sea. I force my mind to go through the usual sequence of logic against fear, reminding myself that human bodies falling a fraction of this distance would be every bit as dead as I would be if Claw decided to rip me off his back from up here. 

The only difference is that I would have some extra time to anticipate the manner of landing. 

Having put that thought hastily aside, I look around for Talin and Strike. All I can see is a dark shape gliding ahead of us. Claw is following his mate with what feels like the avian equivalent of determination, so I have no need to think about directional commands. 

I assume that my mount was also following Strike’s example when he made the decision to get airborne, although I am starting to wonder why he is quite so far behind. It is tempting to think he might have deliberately slowed down when he felt me almost fall off, but I remind myself this thought is more from hope than logic and best not relied upon. 

I lean a little from side to side, checking my balance again, feeling a renewed surge of confidence. The first rays of rising sun burst over the distant horizon, painting long shadows across the dunes and glinting on the streamlined feathers surrounding me. The startling beauty of the erg, the chill wind, the clear air, and the sheer exhilaration of the power and speed of our flight takes my breath away. 

I shall never forget this moment, whatever new vistas present themselves in future. This is a first time, and everything is fresh and new and strange in a way it can never be again. I have always loved the exhilaration of breaking through fear, of becoming one with it until the fear itself transforms into a rush of joy and freedom...

Ahead of us, Strike is circling, descending in long loops to the sand, dropping the last few feet to land next to the gaunt bones of three enormous lizard carcasses. Claw lands a few moments later and wastes no time tearing into the half-desiccated flesh. 

After a few minutes I discover that only the outside of the corpse has dried. The inner parts have started to rot and the stink rises as beak and claw rip through the outer layers and Claw’s shoulders heave with the effort to swallow great lumps of torn meat. Moving out of here can’t come soon enough for my liking. I take the blind out of its bag and try to make sense of the long lengths of cord trailing from it.

I look to Talin for guidance.

“When do we take the birds away from here?”

“Now would be a good time.”

And that is when I discover a key stage that I seem to have missed while I was scrambling up to my feathery perch. Talin must have looped the front of the blind over Strike’s beak before he climbed up. Now all he has to do is pull on the longer strings to raise the flap and cover the bird’s eyes.

“Hey! You didn’t tell me to fix it first!”

He looks across at me and flaps his hands in exasperation.

“I said, it’s obvious!”

“I’m sure it is if you already know!”

“Well, I haven’t had to train anyone before, so you’ll have to make allowances and... make it up as you go along. Anyhow, I can’t hang around or Strike will go to sleep and I’ll be stuck here on top of a pile of bones.” 

He turns the condor and urges her into a sharp series of steps away from the carcass. 

I watch the bird’s retreating tail feathers, nursing a faint hope that Claw will eagerly follow his beloved mate and save me an awkward exercise, but no such luck. He is far too involved with his food to even notice. I have to do something before he is well gorged and too heavy for takeoff.

I have no hope of throwing the loop over the end of that beak now it is busily grabbing and tearing at skin and sinew, so I take the clip from my belt and attach it to one side of the flap, before tying a loop of cord on the other side. All I have to do now is inch my way along the bird’s head and then if I can hang upside down for long enough, I should be able to throw the cord underneath, clip it to the loop, scramble back on top and pull the blind up over his eyes. All without falling off a smooth, scaly perch that is thrashing up and down in a feeding frenzy...

Maybe the insanity of this plan has finally induced some critical thinking in my panicked brain. There is something seriously wrong with this whole situation––well beyond my ridiculous plan to climb around on an enthusiastically feeding vulture.

Why are these carcasses still here?

Lizards will eat anything, dead or alive, including dead lizards. If Talin has been bringing the condors here several times to feed, it should have created enough sand-vibration to attract the attention of hungry reptiles within a huge radius. There has to be some residual toxin or deterrent keeping them away. If I can find it, our search might move a deal faster.

I crawl along Claw’s back and make my descent via his tail feathers to avoid the disgusting fate of dropping into a heap of smelly lizard intestines. Then I kneel, pressing my hands against the warming sand. Nothing.

I move further away and try again. And again. At last I start to feel something, a faint buzzing or humming through the palms of my hands. It feels unpleasant, almost destructive, and it is an effort of will to pursue it to its source. Still, the thought of becoming grounded with an overfed condor provides a strong incentive to keep moving.

It takes a few minutes to locate it. A small black cylinder is sticking upright in the sand, a little larger and thicker than a sand-spinner. I recoil from touching it, opting instead to scoop it into the bag intended for the blindfold. I can still feel its effect so I wrap the blind around it as well and secure it with the long cords.

As I run back across the soft sand to where Claw is still greedily stuffing himself, I try to work out how to deal with the original problem of getting him away from his meal.

At last luck appears to intervene. He gives an irritable twitch, looks up and glares at me––and then resumes eating. I think the twitch came before he actually saw me, and I think it’s unlikely that he could smell me over the stink of what he is currently eating...

On impulse, I unwrap the black cylinder, brace myself for its unpleasant effects, and walk closer. 

More twitching, followed by an angry squawk. I take another step and he turns his head to glare at me. I have to make another three steps forward to grab the reins without spooking him so much that he flies off without me. Another two paces and he starts to back away, wings flapping angrily. 

I dive forward and grab the reins, trying not to imagine what I should do if he takes off with me still dangling from them.

He must have acquired the habit of staying on the ground when a rider pulls down on his head like this, so after dragging me across the sand for several uncomfortable yards he finally comes to a stop. 

Out of respect for his jangled nerves, I re-wrap the black cylinder before leading him away in the direction I last saw Talin and Strike heading for.
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I FIND TALIN WAITING impatiently several hundred yards away from the feeding ground. He moves to mount, waving his hands impatiently.

“What kept you?”

I resist the urge to ask him what he imagined I have been doing after his last instruction to make it up as I go along.

“This.” I hold up the wrapped bag. “Get as far away from Strike as you can, because I think the birds find it as unpleasant as I do.”

We retreat as far as the reins allow and I unwrap one end of the black cylinder, taking care to hold the insulated end. 

Talin reaches his hand to it, then withdraws hastily.

“Ugh. What is it?”

“No idea. But I think it’s the reason those carcasses haven’t already been cleaned up by passing lizards. Why did you think they had stayed there so long?”

“Malindir and Rianen checked the meat with a poison-scanner and it came up clear––so they thought the deterrent must be some toxic wavelength in the general area. We noticed it had about a sixty foot radius. We thought the disturbance that alerted us to that part of the desert in the first place was from whatever slaughtered those lizards, as well as the mass killing which seldom happens in nature. I could still feel the effect when we searched the area, but we couldn’t find a specific source. We hoped it would slowly dissipate over time.” He looks at me with an admiring grin. “You really do have a heightened sensitivity if you spotted it on your first search! Is this the only one you found?”

“I don’t know if there are any more of them. I didn’t look because I was in a hurry to get moving. Too worried about Claw getting over-stuffed. But suppose this is some kind of marker or beacon? It might lead us to more of them further along the faultline you mentioned before. Which would give us a direction to search instead of a huge area.”

Talin peers at the tube, his eyes screwed up against the glaring sunlight. 

“No markings. How would we activate it?”

“I’m hopeless at tec. But it could be sealed to stop sand and dust getting in, same as a sand-spinner. Maybe it just does what it’s doing right now and it might react to another one, like a kind of echo.”

I slowly turn full circle while Talin tries to calm the fractious condors.

“Over there.” I point north. “I could feel a small surge in its radiation or whatever it is.” 

Talin watches me re-wrap the thing as the dissonance subsides. “That blind-flap is two layers of black silk with a fine wire mesh sandwiched between the layers to hold it stiff, away from the birds’ eyes. It might work like a Faraday cage.”

“Like I said, tec is a total blank for me. But maybe adding your blind as well would make it more efficient?”

Thankfully, it does and the birds start to calm down. 

This time I watch Talin take off and make a note of the brief lean forward that seems to be the flight command. I try it, and it works, although Claw does feel heavier and slower than he did when we first set out. 

I can feel the heat coming up from the sand now. Claw finds a thermal and stretches his wings to ride the swirl of hot rising air before following Talin north. Finally, I start to feel as if I am part of a flight team instead of simply waiting for the next crisis for which I am sure to be unprepared. Now I can stay in balance well enough to focus, I reach out my senses to the ground below, searching for the tension of the faultline. It must have some significance for Talin to mention it to his contact back in Samar Makhan. I find it, running in line with our route.

Maybe these strange cylinders are surface markers for people who are unable to discern the fault for themselves?

But no, after a few miles our course and the fault diverge, so if there is in fact any significance it must be to avoid the fault rather than to follow it.

A few more miles and Talin signals to veer even further left, away from our signal-direction. I follow and after half an hour we intercept Malindir and Rianen, tiny figures far below us. Even the lizards look small from up here.

Talin lands a respectful distance from the lizards, dismounts and waits for the older Webdancers to walk across to join us. Malindir passes us much-needed water skins and I hand over my discovery. I take the opportunity to rehydrate while listening to the others speculate on how the device works, although I can understand very little of the tec aspects of the discussion.

Malindir makes no effort to explain how he thinks the device functions, cutting straight to our search and the need to guess what purpose the thing serves in this mysterious plot. 

“I think Alissa is right and it acts as some kind of marker or beacon. I suspect the unpleasant frequency we can feel is simply because it is non-compliant with established resonance standards. Which means it could be either rogue tec that someone has removed from storage or something they have developed themselves in an illegal facility. Or...” 

He hesitates. “Maybe it comes from off-world, from a planet where frequency disruption is not an issue. From what I’ve heard, that includes most of the inner planets.”

My reaction to this news is that anyone who would do this must be completely mad. 

“And they wouldn’t think that maybe it would cause all kinds of disruption that would attract exactly the sort of attention they’re trying to avoid? A bit like installing flashing lights and screaming sirens that someone was bound to notice?”

Malindir shakes his head. “If they just needed marker beacons and were not concerned about disturbed wildlife they assumed no one cared about. And if they didn’t expect interfering Webdancer patrols to pick up on the dissonance, they probably thought that something like this would never be noticed in such a remote part of the desert.”

“So what now?”

“You guide us back to your original  trajectory north, and we follow you. But stay high enough that if we do run into these conspirators, they will only see a couple of large birds above them. If they open fire, we can shelter behind the lizards’ scales, but those feathers are unlikely to stop a bullet.”

Talin dips his head in acknowledgement and steers me back to the waiting condors. I stand underneath Claw’s head and crane my neck to look up through his golden plumage.

“Are you sure we can’t be seen from the ground when we’re flying?”

Talin shakes his head. “No. I can’t be sure how high we would have to go before we would be out of their sights, but I do know that we can be seen if we come in low. That was Tan’s mistake. He was seen on his second pass and they shot him.”

“I’m sorry. I can tell you miss him.”

“Thanks. I did notice the way you’ve been avoiding questions you figured I might not want to talk about.” 

Talin turns away quickly and scrambles onto Strike’s back. He takes off and leads the way back to our original flightpath, weaving a broad swathe from side to side to give the lizards time to keep up with our progress. It also gives us the chance to spy on a wider area and get some advance warning in case there are any hostiles lurking nearby.

After almost an hour I see Strike start to descend and in a few minutes my spyglass reveals why. It looks like a dome set in a dip in the shallow dunes below us, maybe about thirty feet in diameter although it is hard to tell exactly as it is part buried in the sand. It is nothing like any sand-dome I have ever seen.

To my relief, Talin circles for several minutes at a safe height before coming in to land near the dome. I jump down onto the sand and approach it. I have no idea what material has been used in its construction but it does not look like sand. The whole shape is artificially camouflaged in dull shades of dun and brown.

As soon as I get to within a few yards of the structure I can feel the same dissonance as that of the cylinder. I force myself to ignore the discomfort and pace around the outside, looking for an entrance.

“Over here.” Talin signals me to join him. “Look. It’s only a thin line, but that has to be a door.’ He runs his finger around the arc of a shallow indentation.

By the time I have wasted several minutes searching for some way to open it, Malindir has caught up with us. The lizards must be more sensitive to the weird frequency of the place because they halt and twitch when they are all of twenty yards away. 

Malindir dismounts, leaves his lizard with Rianen and hurries across to join us. He runs his hands across the smooth surface of the door.

“Have you tried using the cylinder?”

“No, sorry.” I feel impatient with myself for not thinking of that first. “I suppose I was distracted by assuming it was just a marker.” I wait for Talin to take the condors further away before partly unwrapping the thing and trailing the end of it around the hairline crack outlining the door. 

Slowly, it slides back, releasing a strange smell.

I step forward, straining my eyes to see what lies inside the dark interior but Malindir steps in front of me, blocking my path. 

“No, Alissa. We have no idea what is in there. Wait here and keep watch. If I do not return in a few minutes, get out of here fast. All of you.”

He disappears inside, leaving me trying to work out if I could simply abandon him or whether I would simply disobey orders and go in with a rescue attempt. I suspect the others are thinking the same thing. After all, we have already broken so many laws. So many absolutes I had never previously thought to even question.

To my relief, abandoning Malindir to his fate is a decision I don’t have to make. Within a couple of minutes he reappears in the open doorway.

“There is no one in there and the poison-sensor reveals nothing threatening beyond that unpleasant wavelength.” He gives the signal to Rianen to keep watch outside.

Talin runs across the sand, eager to explore the interior of this strange place but Malindir moves to stop him. 

“Sorry, young one. Not just yet. We need you scouting overhead and Alissa has no experience of flying solo.”

I feel so sorry for Talin’s obvious disappointment I would offer to take his place if I thought I could manage a solo flight. But if even Talin says it is difficult, this is probably not a good time to experiment.

He controls his frustration with difficulty. 

“I should leave Claw down here in case Alissa has to make a quick escape. So I’ll need a blind to keep him sleepy.” He holds out his hand and I pass him the hand-sewn layers of silk and mesh. I do my best to wrap the remaining layers a little tighter around the cylinder. It does reduce the radiation a little, although with the extra levels coming from the dome itself, I can already feel a headache starting behind my eyes.

I watch Malindir expectantly until the hoped-for invitation finally arrives.

“Yes, if you’re prepared to risk any nasty surprises I may have missed on my first scan, come inside. I want to see if that black device of yours opens anything else. Just bear in mind that a poison sensor can only identify known toxins already set within its program.”

I run my hands once more across the smooth outer surface. “How would they transport all this building material out here? It would be so bulky and heavy. It makes far more sense to use sand.”

“Actually, I think it is sand. Heat-fused into glass.” His jaw tightens. “Which means they have a fearsome fire-source that could be used as a weapon.” He turns to the open doorway.

“Ready?”
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FOR A FEW PACES INSIDE the door the ground is flat and smooth, giving on to wide steps leading down in a long curve, following the line of the wall. The interior is dark so I set my spinner lumens to max and scan the beam around as I descend, following Malindir’s flickering shadow.

The sides of the staircase are smooth and white and reveal little of interest until we reach the base of the dome. As I had suspected, much of the structure lies beneath the sand and the circular floor here must be almost fifty feet across. Most of the area of these curved walls is covered by serried racks of shallow containers interlaced with pipes.

And the containers are full of dead and dying plants?

I approach the plant graveyard cautiously. This is the source of the peculiar smell I noticed earlier.

Malindir is standing by the only part of the wall not covered in racks and pipework. 

“Alissa, try using the radiation device over here.”

Puzzled, I run the end of the cylinder over the surface of the sloping table and after a few passes, the whole dome lights up. I look around to see hundreds of tiny light-sources embedded in the curved shelving. I keep experimenting but there is no further reaction from any part of the structure.

“Malindir, do you have any idea what this place is all about? It looks like the most stupid way I can think of to try to grow food here. All they have to do is look at the circular systems we use to produce more than enough food for ourselves in the oasis cities! And why would anyone go to all the trouble of killing so many people just to keep a failed experiment secret?”

Malindir’s voice is muffled as he continues his search along the nearest row of shelves. “That is exactly what I am trying to figure out.” He examines several of the limp plants that have not completely rotted in  the humid air. “These are not food plants. They are air-scrubbers.”

I peer at the plants nearest to me. I have never studied  air filtering species in detail but a few of them look familiar. 

“It still makes no sense to me. There is perfectly good air outside. All you need for cooling this interior is a few deep cellars and some curved wind-vortices.”

Malindir is still working his way around the shelves.

“You would need air-scrubbers if you wanted to seal the dome and keep it hidden. That would mean a deep connecting pipe into the end of the same artesian that supplies the cave-citadel.” He starts to trace along the network of pipes threading through the shelving.

I drop to my knees and start crawling around the floor.

“Yes, here!” I point to the pipe-manifold at the point where it curves down and disappears into the ground. 

“Good. We have part of the picture now.” Malindir walks back to what I first assumed was a sloping table, but it seems he has other ideas. “Alissa, I think this is a control console. These tiny indentations are to connect the screen interfaces for the control system that is meant to run all this. But the actual interface-tablets have been removed. Most likely for security reasons, but it’s a pity because that would have told us a lot more about what this is designed to achieve.”

“You’re talking as if it’s still ongoing, but it looks as if it has been decommissioned. Abandoned.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t think so.” He steps back and scans the whole arrangement. “I fear this is just a temporary setback. This dome is probably intended as a kind of outpost. Once it can function as a closed system, it could be used as a base from which to construct something much larger and more complex. There would be far less risk of being noticed than if the construction site was spread out on the surface with heavy supply convoys moving in and out.”

“So... they would hide their engineers in here and use the heat-weapon you described to weave more glass... but surely as soon as this bigger station gets, well, bigger, they’ll be back to the same problem with their air filters?”

“I wish I had the answers. But going by the aggressive way this syndicate is operating, we can assume they have a heavy attack capability. Once they have size and equipment established far enough, they may feel confident that they can repel any attempt to remove them.”

“But everything just died. Why doesn’t it mean they failed?”

He breaks off his investigation and walks over to join me. 

“Alissa, think about the food system in the cities. Generations ago when the pipeline was first built, Irithenis had several failures in the early stages of establishing their new food-cycle in a hot desert with added water. An artificial ecosystem like that has far less complexity than the enormous natural cycle within the entire spread of Irithen––so it has less resilience to change.” He gives derisive wave at the circular racks of dying plants. “And a system as limited as this has even less resilience than the well-established and much larger one in the new oases.”

“But you think they’ll keep trying to start again?”

“I suspect this is not their first setback. This failure may have proved to them that the dissonance caused by their tec may have to be taken seriously. That frequency feels unpleasant to us but we are surviving it. This simplistic arrangement... it has no depth, no resilience. The interference may have damaged some small part of it and that would easily set off a cascade, where one thing damages the next until you get this kind of total die-off.”

I look around the abandoned dome with new understanding, seeing it as a phase in time, something that could regrow. If we let it.

“So what do we do now?”

“Burn it, slow down the rebuild, find out who is behind the whole plan and what they hope to achieve with it.” Malindir takes the black signal-device from me and heads back to the stairs. “The incendiaries are heavy so I left them on the lizard.”

Incendiaries? They really did come prepared for trouble!

Outside, the sunlight is dazzling. I stop for a moment, waiting for my eyes to readjust and the red haze to clear.

And then Talin almost crash-lands in front of us in a flurry of rumpled feathers and flying sand.

“They’re coming! Alissa, get airborne!”

Malindir grabs my arm as I try to run. “Talin, hold! We need to know how many and what weapons they have.”

“One small sand-crawler coming from the north with ten armed fighters riding outside. I don’t know how many inside. Their weapons look nasty but I have no clue what they are.”

“Go. “Malindir releases my arm. “Get back on coms. They already know where we are. I suspect they were alerted when we activated their dome. They may well have access to our encryption decoder so don’t bother with that, just reverse directions. North is south, advance is retreat. Best we can do.”

He runs back to his waiting lizard with a speed that belies his age. I flounder through the soft sand to where Claw has been peacefully sleeping until the flapping of Strike’s arrival woke him up and left him agitated and confused in the twilight of the blindfold. I duck past his anxiously bobbing head, grab the reins, pull off the flap and scramble up to his shoulders before he fully wakes up.

Talin is watching and takes off the instant he thinks I am well anchored––which is about two seconds before I actually manage it. I grab a handful of neck feathers as Claw lurches and leaps clumsily into the air, his flight performance badly affected by a combination of overeating and a sleep-addled brain.

Strike finds a thermal and the rough ride gradually steadies as both birds ride the hot air, gliding upward. I take out my rolled holo but Talin frantically signals not to use it. Instead, he guides Strike into position just above and to the side of me, close enough to yell across the distance.

“This only works on a glide. When they revert to wing-beats they need more distance and we won’t be able to hear each other. Best if we can stay off coms and invisible for a while longer, it has to help. First priority is to fly high and scout further in case the enemy called in reinforcements. I had to cut my search short because I needed to warn you to get away from the dome.”

“Fine. We should separate. You go east, I’ll go west, and I’m not reversing that, seeing as we’re not broadcasting.”

“Sure. Keep your holo close, just in case I need to break silence and alert you to some new emergency.”

I wave agreement and veer away westward. Somewhere in the disordered process of flight-learning, I have worked out that Claw responds better to my shift in balance than he does to any amount of hauling on the reins. The only use I have found for the silk cords is to pull down on them to persuade him to stay on the ground.

I make a wide circular sweep but see nothing moving on the dun and brown pattern of dunes far below. Time to move inward, bringing our flightpath closer in stages to a point only a few miles north of where we took off. Unless the enemy has developed some weird new tec that cuts through the resonance, they must have been within five miles of the dome when they received the alert.

It is not long before I see them. Yes, one sand crawler, moving clumsily across the soft sand with ten heavily armed and shielded fighters riding on top of it. For some reason they are not wearing helmets, leaving their heads and necks the only unprotected spots to aim for. They are heading straight for where Malindir and Rianen are waiting for them, part-hidden by the dome. Talin comes into view on my left and we slip into a circling pattern above the action.

I take out my holo and wave it expectantly at Talin but he signals, No, and points downward. I follow him in a long descending spiral, watching the advancing crawler as more detail reveals itself with each circuit. I know very little about guns, but the bulky weapons the fighters have couched on their arms look seriously aggressive.

I yell across to Talin. “Do you think those guns can penetrate lizard scales?”

He looks worried. “Just watch and stay ready to either distract the enemy or rescue our team. And stay hidden! We can be sure they’ll penetrate feathers, even as thick as these are.”

And then it starts. A fusillade of shots hammers in the direction of the waiting lizards, followed by the whine of bullets as they ricochet off the curved dome wall. It must be a new strange meld of glass to withstand such power, because I can see no marks left on the smooth dull surface. The lizards are not faring as well as the dome. There is no blood to show that anything has yet made it through those heavy scales, but the barrage is slowing them down, even pushing them off balance. 

Malindir and Rianen have not been hit as they have been holding the lizards in exactly the right spot behind the dome to protect both themselves and the lizards’ eyes, the only vulnerable point on their scaly bodies. The pale belly is a little softer but well protected by being so close to the ground.

The waiting is unbearable. Another glance at Talin and to my horror he has closed his eyes, apparently focusing on something beyond my awareness. Then I see Malindir raise his arm and point north. I guess that really means north, as he is not broadcasting and is out of sight of the enemy behind the dome wall. Talin raises his hand in response, then turns to look at me and waves me to follow as he widens his circle. We are now both positioned above and behind the crawler. I lean sideways, bringing Claw into hailing distance.

“What now?”

“I couldn’t get details, but I think we judge the right moment to attack from behind. Keep watch.”

Keeping watch while circling involves a deal of neck-twisting but I manage to monitor each new movement below with only fractional breaks. If feels strange to be monitoring from behind enemy lines, as if we are watching the battle from their perspective instead of ours.

The crawler stops. 

The armed riders leap down onto the sand and run forward, ponderous in their heavy body-shielding.
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MY BOW IS ALREADY IN my hand. With so few arrows, every shot will have to count. I ease Claw out of his circling routine and into a series of straight side to side passes, hoping this might make it a fraction easier to aim. Talin follows my lead, giving a brief signal to wait and then lose more height. He has probably noticed, as I have, that the most vulnerable spot on these fighters is just above the neckline of that heavy body-shielding. We will need to be a lot closer to them if we want to be sure of a hit. I have practiced archery from a moving lizard during Sandrider training but the movement of a bird in flight is quite different. I wish there had been more time to practice this––

The gunmen split up, five to either side of the dome, floundering a little in the soft sand. Any second now they will be around the glass wall and the lizards will lose their protection. Talin and I instinctively separate, easing position to shadow one of us behind each group.

Malindir raises both arms above his head, pointing at us, as clear a signal as I could have hoped for. I urge Claw into a steep dive, down and forward, loosing arrows in quick succession. I see two fighters crumple to the ground below as I pull Claw up again, hearing the snick of bullets cutting through his wing feathers.

I lean right, urging him away from the arena, higher, faster, while looking back to see how the others are faring. Talin is a soaring dark shape over to my right, while below on the sand Rianen has taken advantage of the way my attack diverted the fighters’ guns away from her. She is now charging her lizard directly at the three survivors with a few clear seconds to close in before the bullets are once more aimed at her. 

My relief at no longer being in the enemy’s sights quickly turns to anxiety as the gunfire turns on her once more and she is forced to lie flat on the lizard’s head to avoid being hit. Then she executes one of the most difficult advanced Sandrider tricks with a skill and expertise I have rarely seen before, even with some of our most experienced warriors.

She has already tied in to the front spine-scale and now leans hard against the supporting cord to lie flat and down in the shelter of the creature’s scaly neck, while at the same time persuading it to blindly continue its forward charge with its head turned away, shielding its eyes. The blindness slows it down a lot, but it is far better protected this way.

I shake myself out of my moment of rapt admiration to make another circle, ready to come in with another arrow attack. I line up once more, only to see Rianen’s lizard trample on two of the gunmen in its path. I swoop down, but three of my arrows fail to hit the last attacker. I feel angry with myself.

I should be getting better, not worse!

Another turn, only to see Rianen keep going, heading straight for the crawler, when another bullet takes a chunk out of Claw’s main flight feather. He lurches to one side, a sharp reminder that there must be fighters from the other group still down there who have suddenly noticed that the birds above them have armed riders on their backs. 

I lean down to check on how the other half of the battle is developing.

For a moment, it makes no sense.

Malindir is running away!

He is pulling a similar trick to Rianen’s, leaning down against his tie-in, flat over the lizard’s shoulder and well protected by the great hump of scaly back. Four fighters have survived Talin’s arrows and are in pursuit, even though they have no hope of matching lizard-speed. Fortunately for me, only one of them has the presence of mind to occasionally turn and fire at the menacing birds circling above him.

Maybe Malindir’s action does make sense. Unless they turn back, it has removed the remaining ground fighters from the arena.

Which means I can go help Talin to protect Rianen from whatever defenses that crawler––

A blast of white fire bursts from the turret, searing along the side of the lizard. I hear the shrill reptilian scream a few seconds before the stink of burning scales assaults my nostrils on the hot updraft. I have no clue what to do now. The machine is heavily plated and I can see no weak spots. My last arrow looks like a puny toy in my hand. I look across to Talin.

He holds up two hands, palms flat.

Wait...

Then Claw completes his circle and I see the fighter my arrows missed on my last pass. He was too far behind to get trampled underfoot and has turned around, trying to get back into the crawler before the lizard reaches him. He has almost made it back to the crawler. Instinctively I nock an arrow... and then stop. I think I can see what might happen next. If I’m right, it could help Rianen’s plan. Assuming she is still in full control of that charging lizard.

The first thing any Sandrider has to learn when practicing concealment in a spinner dome, is that the thin skin of sand and energy field will block the sight and smell of the occupant. The only danger from a passing lizard is if the thing treads on the dome by accident––in which case both dome and occupant are terminally flattened.

Unless the creature sees you going inside.

They may not have impressive memories, but they do have enough brain cells to remember where they just saw their food disappear to, and they will tear a dome apart in pursuit.

Talin has positioned himself so that he can see both the crawler and Rianen. He waits until the fugitive is a few seconds from reaching the crawler and signals, Go!

She pulls herself upright, lets the lizard look straight ahead once more, and pulls her feet clear of its ears. It immediately reverts to its natural habit, focusing in to its food source running toward the crawler.

The fugitive beats both gauntleted fists on the closed door of the crawler. It opens, only halfway, but it is enough for hands to reach out and haul the gunman inside before it slams shut again.

Job done.

The lizard has seen exactly where its prey has gone and flings itself furiously at the closed door. The crawler shakes but fails to tip over. The flame turret swings round, trying to get the attacker lined up in its sights but the angle is all wrong and the burst of fire goes over Rianen’s head.

I can see her safe zone is not going to last long. Talin’s warning position has left him further from Rianen than I am, so it must be up to me to somehow get her off the lizard’s back before she is either burned to death or caught between a hungry lizard and a steel-plated crawler.

In the absence of Talin’s ability to mind-connect, I decide this is the time to get back on coms. I grab the slender tube of my holo.

“Rianen! Claw coming to... um... retreat.”

Dammit, almost forgot the code.

She looks up and sees me coming in on a steep dive. I wrap the long lead from the blindfold behind my waist and dangle the trailing end below me, hoping she can see it. The loop I put in for my crazy and aborted plan to climb onto Claw’s head is still there. If Rianen has the kind of Sandrider skills she has demonstrated so far, she should be able to grab it, provided I can get it perfectly lined up with a distant figure clinging to the neck of a reptile that is currently bashing at the side of a heavily plated sand-crawler.

I may be coming in too fast. I hold my breath as Rianen cuts herself free of the silk loop binding her to the ridge scale and crouches, ready to leap. She disappears from view as the condor swoops over and for a moment I think she must have missed the grab. We are starting to pull out of the dive when a violent tug on the cord around my waist almost has me off my perch. I tighten my grip on the neck feathers and hang in there as Claw struggles to stay aloft with the extra weight.

We don’t make it. 

Claw crash-lands a few dozen yards from the dome, throwing me off his back and into the sand. He lets out an angry squawk and limps a few paces forward. Somehow I have managed to keep hold of the reins, but I need to find out if Rianen was crushed underneath him when we crashed. I drop the rescue cord and run around Claw’s ruffled feathers to follow the length of it, leading me to where I guess Rianen must have landed.

She is lying in the sand with her leg at an unnatural angle.

“Alissa, I’m fine except that my leg is broken. Get Claw in the air again and cover me. I need time to spin a concealment dome.”

She looks anything but fine. The initial fire-blast that seared the lizard had caught her on one side and her face and right arm are badly burned. Still, if she can handle the spinner with her left hand she should be able to make a small concealment dome while the lizard and the crawler are keeping each other occupied.

Within seconds, I am back on Claw’s shoulders, urging him into take off. He feels sluggish, as if struggling to move his wings and this time I sense it is more than the result of too much exertion on a full stomach. Talin is following the trail left by Malindir’s lizard so I circle above Rianen a few times until the shape of the small emergency dome emerges from the surrounding sand.

By the time I catch up with Talin, only two fighters are still on their feet. The lizard is standing motionless on the sand now, while Malindir lies flat along its back, holding his bow horizontal against the scales. Talin signals me to go ahead as he is out of arrows but in spite of my early success I have lost confidence in my airborne archery skills. I shake my head, loop my last arrow into the long cord from the blindfold and lower it to Talin as Claw glides above him.

He looks up, puzzled, then shrugs and takes the arrow. I decide not to wait and see if he succeeds because the two gunmen are currently fully occupied with trying to dislodge Malindir from his perch. He is almost completely shielded by the scales but they are cautiously moving in closer to the lizard to get a better shot. 

It is the perfect opportunity to try to repeat what just happened with Rianen, but this time it is deliberate. I let the condor rise for a few circuits before drawing him into a wide loop. Then I urge him into a long dive to crash into the gunman from behind.

I slide down through the neck feathers, draw my blade and stalk cautiously around Claw’s feathers, searching for the enemy crushed underneath the weight of his body. I try to prepare for confronting a bloody mess while at the same time reminding myself that dealing with a mess is infinitely preferable to confronting a healthy warrior pointing a large gun in my face.
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THE FIRST THING I SEE sticking out from under Claw’s bloodstained feathers is the heavy gun. Holding my body well away from the business end of it, I wrestle the bulky thing clear and push it well away from me. It feels like too big a risk to abandon the search because I already noticed in passing that the other fallen fighters had backup weapons strapped to their harness. Turning my back on the possibility of a survivor crawling out and putting a smaller bullet between my shoulders feels like a bad plan... but crawling into that forest of feathers in pursuit seems even worse.

I step aside and reach up, pushing my hands into Claw’s belly feathers, trying to persuade the exhausted bird to move a little. All I get in response is an irritated squawk, but I take it as some reassurance that the blood dripping onto my hands probably isn’t his. I think his comments would sound far more pained and angry if that was the case.

At last he grudgingly shuffles aside, revealing the unconscious fighter lying face down in the sand. I check whether he is still alive. Yes, his chest is moving. He is still breathing. I press a knee between his shoulders, reaching around either side to remove his smaller weapons and trying to work out if I have found them all, making it safe to turn him over. 

A heavy metallic snap comes from behind me and I freeze, expecting the burn of a bullet through my back at any second, cursing my carelessness for assuming that Talin and Malindir would easily deal with the remaining fighter. When nothing happens, I look up slowly, to see Talin pointing one of the discarded handguns at my prisoner.

“Talin? Do you know how to use that thing?”

“Well, I have seen a few history vids. It wasn’t hard to figure out where the safety catch is. The trigger part of it is fairly obvious as well––and in any case, I’m out of arrows. I don’t think I’d be a very good shot at a greater distance than this, though.” He sounds cheerfully curious as a new thought occurs to him. “Not without some practice, anyhow.” 

I shudder at the very idea. If weapons like these are let loose in a place like Irithen the current body count will seem insignificant by comparison.

“Fine. Just point the damn thing well away from me while I turn him over. I can’t be sure whether or not he’s holding another gun underneath his body.”

Talin takes a couple of steps closer and aims at the fighter’s unprotected head. 

“How about that?”

I shuffle a few inches out of range. “Yeah, good enough.”

The stiff body-shielding feels strange under my hands as well as being surprisingly heavy.

How the hell are they supposed to move around with all this strapped onto them?

It takes several energetic heaves to roll my prisoner onto his back and snatch the six-inch blade out of his belt at the first opportunity. A hasty scan reveals no further visible weapons. 

Something I can’t quite identify feels odd. That sandy hair is tied back Sandrider style but I have never seen renegade warriors turned bandit with this kind of weaponry before. I signal Talin to point the gun elsewhere. Then I cautiously lean forward to brush away the sand stuck to my prisoner’s face by the blood oozing from a cut across his forehead.

I recoil in shock. This is no bandit––at least not unless he has changed his allegiance in the year since I last saw him in Samar Makhan.

“Garan?”

His eyes snap open, followed by a long pause as he slowly registers who is staring at him.

“Alissa! You can’t be... You traitor!”

“What?”

“You––”

His words are cut short by a sharp blow to the head. Malindir has approached with his usual silence from behind the prisoner’s line of sight to knock him unconscious with the end of his bow. I spring to my feet, facing him in a maelstrom of confusion and anger.

“Why did you do that? I need to know why he’s accusing me, why he’s...”

“Quiet. I had my suspicions about this and his words confirm at least part of it. It seems that some of these people have been persuaded that they are acting in the interests of their country. I need to find out how that has been done, but his loyalty will prevent him from sharing information. I need to convince him that I am on his side and I need his help.”

“Surely he’ll notice that you’re the person who was fighting a rearguard action against him from the back of a lizard just now?”

“I hope not. I had my robe and visor covering my face because I was aiming into the sun. I’ll just have to take that chance. Which means you’ll have to put up with me also accusing you of treason for a while, until my conversation with him is concluded. Now, where is Rianen?”

“In a concealment dome not far from the crawler. Her leg is broken and she suffered a bad burn.”

Malindir hands me a couple of arrows, no doubt all he can spare from those he has collected nearby.

“Tie and blindfold the prisoner and help me get him and the weapons onto the lizard. Talin, take Strike and go back to see what you can do for Rianen––but keep a lookout for what that released lizard is getting up to now.”

I resign myself to following orders and bind Garan’s wrists and ankles with the length of spare cord before helping Malindir haul the heavy body up a steep curve of slippery scales. Claw still seems to be in no mood for flying so I gloomily follow the lizard back to the scene of the battle with the unhappy condor limping slowly behind me.

It may only be temporary, but the thought of being branded a traitor feels infinitely worse than all the rest of my past history in Samar Makhan. 

The scene back at the glass dome leaves little time for any further thoughts, gloomy or otherwise. Talin has not yet been able to get anywhere near Rianen because her released lizard has  given up its futile efforts to crack open the sand crawler. The hungry reptile is now patrolling the battlefield, searching for easier prey. Nothing now either living or dead is left on the blood-soaked sand, except shredded lumps of discarded body-shielding and a few weapons.

Strike is flying in tight circles overhead, unable to land without becoming instant lizard-lunch. Malindir gives a shrill whistle and signals Talin to lure the beast away northward. Talin obeys with a flash of yellow relief, bright against the sky. 

As soon as the area is clear, the elderly Webdancer dismounts and runs across to the tiny concealment dome, his concern for Rianen flaring silver-blue against the dunes. 

I look around, wondering what I can do to be of the most use. Claw still looks miserable and unwilling to fly, so I’ll have to leave scouting to Talin while he does his decoy thing. There is barely enough room for Malindir to squeeze into the concealment dome, so I can’t help him with first aid until he has splinted Rianen’s leg ready to travel and has dropped the energy field. 

The one thing we have not checked out so far is the sand crawler. I run across to where I last saw it, still under attack from the rampaging lizard––and then stop, staring at the weird landscape that now lies before me.

What in all the hells happened here?

The crawler is lying on its side, surrounded by a great circle of ribbed glass, like a flattened version of the invaders’ dome. It takes me a few minutes to work out that the lizard must have finally succeeded in tipping it over and then dragged it round in circles, trying to get inside. Meanwhile, the intensive flame-thrower had been spewing out at full volume, fusing the sand into a solid, lumpy plate with the crawler glued into the middle of it. I stagger awkwardly across the sharp ribs until I can check out the state of the vehicle’s steel shell.

It looks to be intact, albeit scored and dented, with globs of ragged glass stuck to it here and there. The door now faces the sky while the tracks connect uselessly with empty air.

It is eerily quiet. 

Until something starts scratching, from the inside. I duck for cover behind one of the upended tracks and peer around the jagged edge. Slowly, the door grinds open, gears screaming on damaged runners. A bloody hand emerges and grabs the edge of the shell, followed by a head and shoulders. Warily, I nock an arrow, although this survivor may be in no condition to cause us any harm. 

And I want answers. Is this another renegade who wants to brand me a traitor?

The survivor scans the area from one side to the other. Then with no warning, he raises his gun and fires. Instinctively, I release the arrow and he collapses, slumped over the edge of the steel shell. 

Even as I look round, I know that he was not aiming at me. As soon as I take in what is happening behind me, I know I should not have hesitated. The concealment dome has already been dismantled and Malindir is holding Rianen, lying unmoving in his arms. 
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I RUN BACK TO MALINDIR, ignoring the ankle-wrenching glass ribs under my feet.

“Malindir, I’m sorry! Is she all right?”

He turns to me, his face etched with pain and sorrow.

“She is dead. You must not blame yourself...” 

He sinks to his knees and collapses in the sand. 

I grab his arms and drag him into better cover behind the bulk of the lizard. Then I kneel beside him, frantically searching beneath the blood on his sand robe, only to discover that the bullet had killed Rianen, passed straight through her and embedded itself in his shoulder. I make a wad of the robe and press it on the wound to slow the bleeding. To my relief, he opens his eyes.

“Alissa, I’m fine. It was just the shock... We must move quickly. Use the scope on this for now. I had just now taped it to Rianen’s leg.”

“Yes, of course, Webdancer.” I try to cover my awkwardness as I place his fingers firmly on the wadded robe and unwrap the tape with shaking hands. I have only experienced Iritheni kien discipline a few times, but it has been enough to know that I am hopeless at it. I understand that it makes complete sense in an environment like Irithen. Getting caught up in the overwhelming emotion of sorrow and loss in the middle of an emergency can endanger those still alive. For this reason, any display of grief and bereavement is strongly discouraged in all of us, from a very young age. 

But it is something I find almost impossible. I have only known Rianen for a couple of days and my feelings for her are respect and admiration rather than love and affection, but I still feel her loss keenly. 

I have to admit some of that is my sense of failure. 

I could have prevented it.

I must not add to that failure now. Until Talin returns it is down to me to get Malindir safely out of here. I retrieve the flat disk of the scope-healer and tape it over the hole in the old Webdancer’s shoulder. There is no exit wound so there will be some surgery to do when we reach the citadel but with luck the scope will keep it clear of infection until we get there.

I glance up at the lizard, once again parked and immobile with false-feet in place. We will both be too exposed to more attacks from the crawler while I am getting a wounded casualty up there.

“Malindir, should I go back and check the crawler before we try to get back on the lizard?”

He sounds calm and matter of fact now. 

“The heavy black bag hitched to the second spine scale contains the incendiaries. You must not risk your life again by getting too close to the wrecked crawler. Approach from the side and throw the fire in through the open door.”

It sounds practical and it is the kind of simple order I need right now. I shim up the sheltered side of the lizard and reach out with one arm, flat against the scales, to release the bag. Malindir omitted to mention whether these things are too volatile to be simply dropped onto the sand, so I lower a long cord and wrestle the thing down to ground level at the cost of a few rope burns on my hands.

“How many?” I pull one of the round devices out of the sack and wave it at Malindir.

“Two.” 

He sounds preoccupied, sorting through his med kit, no doubt for an attempt at self-treatment while I am busy elsewhere. I weave a circular route around the back of the glass dome to approach the crawler from the side, one incendiary cupped in each hand.

Simple and practical. Just get on with it.

But when it comes to the time, I can’t go through with it. I have no idea who might still be in there, maybe two wounded fighters trying to save each other’s lives. The thought of simply wiping them out with fire is too big a leap of desperation, even after a savage battle like this. I glance back to check that Malindir is still well concealed behind the solid mound of lizard scales. The only life I am risking is my own. Talin will return soon.

I work my way quietly around the side of the stranded vehicle and climb up the jagged edge of broken track. A few more moves and I can reach the edge of the open door. I know my head will be outlined against the sky but if anyone is alive in there, they will have no idea for a few seconds whether the black silhouette is attack or rescue.

One more slow pull and I can peer inside.

My eyes take a moment to adjust to the lower light levels within, and then the situation becomes clear. That lizard must have battered and rolled the crawler several times and it now contains nothing but blood and broken bodies. 

I feel a familiar prickling on my back and glance around over my shoulder. Malindir has moved out from behind the lizard and is watching me. I consider arguing with him about my decision to disobey, try to convince him that I knew already the incendiaries were unnecessary... Then I decide there is no point. What is done is done. I back away for a few yards, pull the pins and lob the grenades through the open door. 

They explode with a sharp boom and a plume of flame erupts skyward out of the dark opening. By the time I get back to Malindir the crawler is nothing but a burned-out shell within a circle of glass.

A hoarse squawk makes me look up. 

Strike is approaching fast above us, a great winged shadow against the sun. Talin lands the condor near the glass dome and yells at us from his perch among the golden neck feathers.

“Another crawler, coming from the north! I had to abandon my lizard-luring role to go check it out, so there could be a marauding reptile on its way back here at any minute.”

Malindir heaves himself to his feet. “Talin, get airborne again and scout, and then stay close to Alissa on the way back to the citadel. Claw isn’t flying at all well right now.”

“What about––”

“Just go. We’ll finish up here.” He doesn’t wait for Talin to take off before turning to me. “Throw all the guns and other enemy gear into the dome and then throw the rest of the incendiaries in after them.”

“What about you?” I raise my eyes to the waiting lizard.

“I can get up there one-handed while there is no one actually shooting at us. If necessary I can use the cord you left after lowering the grenade-bag. Now move.”

I push myself to repair my record on obeying orders by completing the task in the shortest possible time. In the event, there is not a great deal of detritus left scattered around for me to collect. Once I have heaved the weapons down the stairs, the incendiaries go in as well, provoking an even bigger gout of flame bursting from the doorway. But this time there is a growing rumble, a vibration coming from under the sand itself. 

I back away, losing my balance as the ground heaves and a core of heat within the dome lights it up for a brief moment. Then the whole structure melts and folds and collapses in on itself, leaving a liquid glass crater set within the dunes. I pick myself up from the rapidly heating sand surrounding it and run, just as Malindir turns his lizard and rides it out of the scorching danger zone.

I sprint across to Claw and scramble up to my spot on his shoulders, urging him into the air before this weird set of fiery reactions roasts him into a heap of grilled meat and charred feathers. We rise in a wide circle, watching the heat dome spread until it has engulfed the approaching crawler and everything else within a half-mile radius into a wide crater, a pool of liquid glass reflecting red under the sinking sun.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

21



[image: image]


WE ONLY JUST MAKE IT back to the citadel before sunset. 

Talin flies out again with as much water as Strike can carry to meet Malindir on his way in. If he can encourage the lizard into an extra burst of speed through the fading heat and light of the day, they might avoid an overnight. I stay behind in the upper cave, searching through Claw’s thick forest of feathers for any serious injury that might have caused his lethargy this afternoon.

He has lost two flight feathers on one wing and gained a bullet wound in his upper right thigh.

No wonder he was limping!

I run back to the med bay and search for something that might work on a large bird. A surgeon clamp designed for humans does not come close. In the end I grab a couple of small scope devices and arrive, breathless, to stare at the thick clumps of feathers and try to figure out how to make this work.

Claw stares back at me, taking the weight off his damaged leg as if to make sure I have not forgotten my role in this. He has adapted his indignant squawk into the avian version of a whine. Maybe more like a growl, deep in his throat. 

I get the message.

“Just be patient. It will stop hurting once I get these things stuck to your leg. Somehow.” I burrow back into the thatch of feathers. 

The stink of Claw’s morning meal clings like a remembered cloud to the lower tips and I wonder how much resilience vultures have against picking up infection from their choice of food. A species evolved to only have scales instead of feathers on heads that routinely get shoved into rotting carcasses probably has other defenses as well. 

In the end I take out my knife and slice off a circle of feathers around the wound. Plucking them out would have produced a cleaner result but I figure Claw is unlikely to tolerate such a violent imposition, even if it is for his own good.

To my relief, I find an exit wound. Digging around for embedded bullets is likely to be something else he would probably not tolerate. Shave complete, I swab the surrounding skin with nem juice. Having no great desire to be thrown against the cave wall again, I take great care not to get any of the stinging antiseptic on the wound itself. The task of taping the flat disks of the scope healers over each hole is relatively easy after that.

I step back, watching Claw’s reaction as the scope-biometrics trigger a flood of natural endorphins and the painkilling effect starts to kick in. His eyes slowly close and he folds his legs under him with what sounds rather like a contented sigh.

Talin is waiting outside in the tunnel. “I stayed with Malindir until he made it back. Now we need your help getting everything off the lizard and into the lower caves.”

“Where is Strike?” I glance anxiously behind him, anticipating news of another accident.

“I didn’t want to risk disturbing you in case you were at a delicate stage of bird-surgery. So I left Strike in the tunnel and turned off the hover-globes. She’s asleep. I’ll move her in the morning. How is Claw?”

“Patched with a couple of scopes on a bullet wound in his leg.” I look round for a quick check on my patient. “He’s asleep as well.” I follow Talin back down the tunnel and edge past the sleeping pile of feathers that is all I can see of Strike.

Malindir is kneeling beside the unconscious form of Garan. He has somehow managed to strip off the heavy body-shielding one-handed and is running the main diagnostic-scope from the med bay over his chest. He looks up as we approach.

“Alissa, get back out of sight behind Strike’s feathers. I’m going to have to wake him up.”

“Why? What happened?” I see the flash of impatience on Malindir’s face at my constant questions but he controls it quickly.

“He’s dying. The injuries from when Claw hit him would not have been life-threatening if we could have brought him in here straight away, but there is something wrong with the protective gear. It’s too heavy for the desert and he went into heat overload on the way back.”

Talin picks up one of the discarded sections. 

“It has what looks like a temperature regulation system built inside it. I don’t have the expertise to know how it works but look here, this has to be some kind of heat-exchange set-up.” He angles the section for me to look at, but it means nothing to my inexperienced eye.

“Another question I can ask him, once Alissa is out of his line of sight!” Malindir glares at me and I scuttle back to conceal myself behind Strike’s feathers, making sure I can see through the gaps to follow what Malindir is doing.

He sets the scope to adrenaline and Garan opens his eyes. His look of alarm fades as the device reacts with exactly the right counter-balance of endorphins. Malindir speaks calmly, his voice also the right balance of reassurance and reality.

“Garan, my name is Malindir and I rescued you from those traitors who were trying to wreck your mission. But there is a fault in your equipment and you are dying from heatstroke. Tell me what to say to your family, and what I can do to ensure your mission is completed.”

It is exactly the kind of message any Sandrider would hope for and expect after a battle and a fatal wound. It feels weird that it is based on a lie––but I know Malindir was right when he said Garan’s loyalty would hold him to silence even in the face of torture and death. 

The dying warrior wastes only brief seconds to take in the news before doing his best to share information.

“We knew the gear didn’t work. It’s why we didn’t use the helmets. Design fault. They never told us what it was, just that they would fix it soon and it would be no problem meanwhile. We would only be deployed for short sequences. With those incredible weapons, there was no need for more than a few minutes to finish the job.” 

His eyes close for a moment as if he has run out of energy already. Malindir responds by adjusting the scope settings. 

“I can advise them to make changes to their med-rescue program. But I need to know who to contact. My crew only ran into you by chance.”

I notice a pale flare of Garan’s suspicion before it fades. 

“I don’t know who you can contact. I took my orders from our team leader and I saw him die in the first minutes of the fight. You have to tell my family that I was killed by a rogue lizard. There must be no word of this operation in the oasis cities. There are traitors sabotaging the desalination plant. We were brought in to protect the new replacement system.” His voice drops to a hoarse whisper. “It was hard to believe that Alissa was part of the conspiracy. I...”

His words fade. Malindir checks his pulse. 

“He’s gone. I doubt there was much more he could have told us.”

I emerge from my hiding place, my limbs shaking with confusion, anger––and sorrow at the terrible waste, the betrayal of a good warrior.

“Malindir, can you make any sense out of all that?”

“I can see part of the pattern, but I need to rehydrate first before I pass out.”

“Sorry. I should have thought...” I hold out my hand and help him to his feet. “Should I bring Garan inside as well?”

“No. We have to give him back to the desert tomorrow morning in any case. Get this bullet out of my shoulder while Talin unloads the lizard and leaves an extra water ration on the edge of the rock shelf for it.”

I walk with him down to the lower cave. 

“In the interests of hygiene, I need to wash first. I stink like vulture-food and I doubt that humans have the same level of resistance to germs.”

“Point. Add some nem to the water but remember not to get any in your eyes.”

I almost succeed at the last instruction, but not quite. 

When the stinging and floods of tears have subsided I go to find my new patient waiting in the med bay. I have no experience at removing bullets but it is not so different from extracting a broken-off arrow shaft. Malindir is remarkably patient in the face of my slow progress but his relief when I finally tape the scope over the hole is evident.

“Thank you, Alissa. If there is anything you can tell me about Garan that would help me put his story together?”

I think for a moment. “I didn’t know him well. He was in a different Sandrider training team to mine. In a way, the only thing remarkable about him was that he was unremarkable. He accepted the principles and the discipline quite literally. I mean he didn’t question any of it.”

“Can you think of how he might have come into contact with the purveyors of this story about the desalination plant?”

“No. Do you think it’s true?”

“Do you?”

“Um, no. Well, I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

“That is why I ask. Your moment of doubt. To show you how easily a story, any story, can inch its way into credibility even with someone as independent and free-thinking as you are. There are a few history vids that deal with the process, the way this can be made to happen. The best way traitors and conspirators can damage trust in their opponents is to accuse them of the same thing they are doing themselves.”

“So... that somehow proves it’s not true?”

“There may be a grain of truth in there somewhere. If the story leaks out and checks are made on the facility, the tecs may find a few instances of faults or poor maintenance. Few large installations are a hundred percent perfect. But if people are primed to look for conspiracies, any small fault would be taken as proof that it was all true.”

The lack of certainty is uncomfortable. Malindir reads my silence accurately.

“Alissa, do you believe you are a traitor?”

“No! Of course not.”

“Does that help?”

“Not really.”

“Would you follow my order to slaughter three lizards, a Webdancer patrol and also use tec that disrupts the frequency, even if it only had a limited range?”

I hesitate. This might be an enquiry about why I disobeyed his order to destroy the crawler before I knew who was inside. 

Almost as if he has followed my thoughts, he tries again.

“Suppose I ordered you to kill all the medics in the city clinic?”

I try to think of any justifiable reason and come up blank. 

“I suppose the answer to any of it is that I would need to see a lot of solid evidence. Why it was the right thing to do, when everything I know is screaming at me that it’s wrong.”

“Exactly. You have to hold on to your principles, to what you know is right and good. Anyone, even a Webdancer, even the president herself, could become sick or corrupted. Once you are locked into a breakaway group, those ideas become fixed and harder to question.”

The world sudden feels far more uncertain, confusing. All I want is for everything to be like it was before. 

“Was it right to lie to him as he was dying?”

He pauses a moment before replying. “No. Not entirely. I had to weigh the dishonesty against the need to learn as much information as I could. It was the only way. And inflicting a dying warrior with the painful knowledge that he is a traitor is not justified simply to preserve my own self-image as someone who tells the truth.”

Talin arrives and deposits the portable med kit on the floor. “It needs replenishing before we go out again. But do we have to go back to that wrecked place? Surely we won the battle today––and now we’ve completely destroyed their dome project, isn’t it all over?”

Malindir gets wearily to his feet. 

“We have slowed them down but I expect in time they will start to build all over again. There was something in or under that dome, something powerful that reacted to the incendiaries. It must have been well shielded because I only detected a low level of dissonance when we went inside and searched the place.”

Talin seems to be more full of questions than I am.

“Will the disturbance from that fireball reach as far as the cities? What if people notice and come out to investigate?”

Malindir shakes his head. “Probably not. It was brief and there is a lot of desert in between. If anything registers it will likely be ascribed to a movement in the faultline. But to answer your first question, I think the focus of our enquiry lies elsewhere, beyond the desert. I noticed that only two of those fighters looked anything like Sandriders. I have no idea where the others were from but I don’t think it was Irithen. Whoever is behind this plot knew that Sandrider skills and knowledge would be essential. My guess is that those two were duped with the story about the pipeline so they could be brought in as unofficial advisers.”

“So what do we do now?”

“Get some food and sleep. I think we are at the start of a long search for the truth.”
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I FLY OUT WITH TALIN in the cool of early dawn. Malindir wants us to make one last check on the dome site before we relocate. Claw is almost recovered apart from a slight limp––and two missing wing feathers that make him fly a little lopsided. I suspect that some of his problem yesterday might have been from the condor equivalent of indigestion.

I look down at the glass crater, to find it already partly filled with drifting sand. There is an Iritheni saying,

The desert consumes all, 

Holding only memories buried deep in time.

In a few days there will be no sign that there ever was a glass dome, a sand-crawler, or a deadly battle that neither side fully understood. 

Malindir has delayed his funeral preparations for Garan until we report back. He is hoping that we might find Rianen’s body, in which case he will take the lizard and bring her back to the citadel to give her to the desert along with Garan and appropriate Sandrider rituals.

But I see nothing. We make a few wide circles over the shifting dunes and then return to the citadel. As soon as the long rock ridge appears below us, I can sense something is wrong. The lizard is no longer there. I push Claw into a low dive and swoop, trying to see if Malindir is still here or if he has ridden out on an unexpected mission.

Malindir must have been waiting near the entrance watching out for our return, because he suddenly runs outside, waving his arms in a wild signal for us to leave. Now!

I grab my holo and key in, watching as Malindir does the same. His voice is urgent, commanding, all traces of calm gone as if they had never been.

“Alissa! Fly out and don’t come back!”

“Why? What happened?”

He is already running out into the dunes as he replies.

“I found an embedded tracker in Garan’s body. I guess I was too dehydrated and exhausted to notice the dissonant frequency of it yesterday, on top of the waves already coming off his gear. It means enemy reinforcements could be here any minute. We have to leave. Now. And switch off coms.”

“What about you? We can’t just leave you!”

“You can’t carry me either. I’ll get clear and make a concealment dome––”

“Alissa!” Talin screams in my ear over the com. “Air shuttle coming from the north!”

I look up and see the dark blot against the sky, rapidly looming larger as it approaches. Talin is already wheeling and changing direction, fleeing south, urging Strike to soar rapidly on a fresh thermal. I catch up with him as he levels off, high above the dunes, cool wind brushing past us.

“Talin! How far do you plan to go? We have to be able to get back and check on Malindir when the shuttle has gone.”

He turns the condor until we are both facing back toward the citadel. 

“We have to gain a bit more distance and then go into concealment ourselves. The birds can’t outpace a shuttle if the enemy decides to come after us. But...” He breaks off as the aircraft starts dropping fire on the cave entrance.

“We need to go.” I wave frantically at him to make my point. To my relief, he turns and follows me as I persuade Claw to dip low over the dunes before changing direction to southwest and hugging the lee side of the crests until we are well away from the attack. I land in a hollow and run back to Talin.

“How are we going to do this? Can you actually spin a dome big enough for a condor?”

“It’s not easy. I did it once on the way over from Eden. They were both tired and couldn’t make the whole desert in one go. We have to get their blinds on first so they sleep.”

Not just asleep as it turns out, but with any stray extremities tucked in as well, a tight pose that involves a deal of pushing and shoving to achieve. Talin shows me the setting and the rebalancing trick needed to compensate for having to plant the spinner at one side instead of in the middle. After a couple of failed attempts I manage to weave a dome marginally bigger than the feathered heap inside it. 

When I crawl outside I almost bump into the smaller shelter that Talin has already made for the two of us. I find the door and crawl straight in. We sit, leaning against the translucent sand-wall, passing the water bottle and some emergency rations back and forth. It is less from hunger than a need to be doing something, anything other than worrying about what might be happening back at the citadel.

I try to work out what must have happened.

“I’m guessing that Malindir finally noticed the tracker when he was preparing Garan to be given to the desert. And instead of escaping immediately, he waited until we returned so he could warn us.” 

It feels like a debt I will never be able to repay if he dies because of it.

Talin is calculating time and distance.

“Unless the enemy’s weird tec can break the five-mile limit, they must have spent all night sweeping out from the glass crater until they homed in on Garan’s signal.” He gives a huff of impatience. “I can’t calculate where they might have started from though.”

The empty silence is too uncomfortable. I have to say something to beak it.

“It might not tell us much even if you could.”

“How long do you think we should wait until we go back to check on Malindir?”

“Two hours? It won’t take them long to wreck the cave entrance, but we have to allow for the time they might take searching for us.”

“Sounds about right.”

But it already feels like a very long two hours.

*
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MARPA WALKS SLOWLY back to his office. His discussion with Alissa’s parents has revealed very little in the way of useful clues about where she might be. They have all spent the last few days anxiously counting off the usual number of nights she has stayed out in the dunes on her previous forays.

And now she is two days overdue.

The fact that she left the same day as four unexplained murders in the city only adds to the tension. He had tried not to mention it to Ansel and Arima but gossip spreads fast in a walled city and they already knew. 

He has offered twice to call up a search party but found it no great surprise when they declined, hoping that another two days might see her back of her own accord. In the vast sweep of the erg there is almost no hope of a search party finding anything or anyone, dead or alive. Either an experienced Sandrider can summon a lizard and get themselves out of trouble, or something has gone badly wrong and they are already dead.

And if a search party did find her, the failure and disgrace associated with being dumb enough or careless enough to need a search party in the first place would haunt Alissa to the end of her days. 

Best keep any searching to involve only family for a while longer.

He has done as much as he can within Iritheni constraints and switched Arima’s shift away from pipeline duty for a couple of weeks. Right now, outside of coms reach on the shield is not where a mother needs to be, Sandrider kien training or not.

Marpa changes his mind about returning to his office and heads for the bar. The apparent coincidence of the murders and Alissa’s disappearance is still scratching at the back of his mind. No matter if vanishing into the erg is part of her habit––and he knows only too well why she does it. The synergy of the two recent events is too close to ignore.

There is a better chance of picking up a stray thread of useful intel in his careful eavesdropping on the arak-induced conversations that blur the air in this place.

In any case, his own anxiety might feel less sharp and painful if he can bury it under a glass or two of something. 

Maybe the strongest brew they have on offer.
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THE LONG LOW RIDGE is easy to find when we return northward––but as I bring Claw into a shallow sweeping dive I search in vain for any familiar landmarks. All the corners and buttresses in the rock wall have gone. To my horror, the rounded peak that contained the citadel has completely disappeared, leaving only a shattered mess of burned and tumbled rocks spreading out across the sand on either side.

I can remember the point where I last saw Malindir running away from the cave entrance, but all I can see is a mess of broken boulders flung across the ground. I lean in hard, bringing Claw into a tighter circle over the spot but he is fractious and unhappy, constantly turning his head to look at the shattered ridge. As soon as he lands I hurriedly dismount to continue my search on foot while he lopes away across the sand to scrabble at the fractured rock crevices, poking his beak into every fissure he can find in a desperate search for his lost home.

Talin drops to the sand and releases Strike to join her mate in their futile hunt for a way into their flattened cave.

“Hey Talin, how about we split up and pace half this area each until we meet in the middle?” I wave my arm to indicate a vague circle.

“We could try contacting Malindir on the com?”

“Not until we’re desperate. That shuttle might still be lurking behind the dune-crest waiting for us to do exactly that.”

“Point. Foot-slogging it is.” He sets off, pacing out a circular route made awkward by the need to scramble over lumps of rock as large as a lizard’s head. At least it gives us some shelter from any hungry reptiles that might sense our movements and come in search of food. I head in the opposite direction to Talin, starting in a wide circle until I see a smudge of red against a boulder. It is much further away from the citadel than I had expected after watching the start of the attack as we fled the scene.

I scramble over the detritus to Malindir’s side. He is unconscious, his legs pinned under a great lump of shattered rock, his bloody hand the red mark that drew me to him. It seems unlikely that even two of us can move that rock but we have to try. Talin has almost caught up with me.

“Talin! Over here!”

He looks round and is at my side in moments, his hands instantly on the boulder, testing its weight. 

Malindir opens his eyes. “Don’t. Even if you move it, I would be dead in seconds. Only the weight of it is stopping my legs from bleeding out.”

“So what should we do?” I have never felt so much at a loss. The desert has always provided answers but nothing is presenting itself, right when I most need it. 

Malindir seems to have already worked out his priorities.

“Did you stay off coms?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Because they know you escaped. I was able to make a small dome and watch them arrive overhead to start their firestrike. But after they had blocked the entrance they broke off and followed you instead. So I dropped the dome and set up a conversation between my holo and the one I took from Garan. That brought them back for another attempt at destroying the whole ridge. I had switched off so they assumed someone was still sheltering in there. It took them a while to flatten the whole place. That was when the rock hit me.”

“That still doesn’t tell me what to do!”

“It should, if you pause to think clearly.” He is watching me carefully, as if making a last-minute effort to teach me to think and make plans for myself. “They know now that we can fly condors. So Claw and Strike are no longer safe––and neither are you if you stay with them. Talin, you must take them back to Eden. And you, Alissa, must return to Samar Makhan. Keep your knowledge of what happened here to yourself until you find someone far enough up the chain of command that you can trust completely. I am sorry to leave you with such a difficult task.”

“Never mind future tasks! What about the one in front of me? I’m not leaving you here.”

“Alissa, I was dead the moment that rock almost buried me. This is borrowed time, allowing me to give you both the best guidance I can. And I am grateful for it. You should be too.”

I have disobeyed his orders before and I am damn well determined to do it again. There must be a way to save him. I look frantically around but the desert offers nothing except for two dismally squawking, scrabbling condors and Talin. 

Talin, sitting in the bloodstained sand with tears streaming down his beautiful face.

So much for kien training. In a way it feels reassuring that I am not the only one finding it difficult to make action a priority over emotion, but finding my friend in total meltdown throws me into the role of the one having to take responsibility.

Before that damned aircraft comes back to finish what it started.

“Talin! Get those birds back across the ocean to where they came from.”

No response. I try logic instead of issuing orders.

“Do you know how to contact your pilot friend so you can make sure he’ll bring you back to Pangaea after you take the condors home?”

That slowly starts to register. “Um, I guess I can stop over at the island base, see if he’s still there. He’ll probably be furious with me for kidnapping Eden wildlife though.”

“You’ll just have to persuade him that he should acknowledge your remorse and commitment to abandoning your criminal ways. After all, he will be helping you to return them to their natural habitat.”

Talin looks doubtful. “He said something about all Webdancers and rangers being ordered to pull back from Eden. I think the withdrawal had already started when I last saw him. So he may not even be there.”

I detect his wave of relief at the thought of not having to make embarrassing explanations to his friend. 

Maybe best to go with immediate priorities.

“Look at it this way, you have to move now or be responsible for the actual deaths of those two birds if that aircraft comes back before you get yourself sorted!”

That does it. Talin scrambles to his feet and tests the wind before turning back to me. 

“Here, take my sand-pack. I can make it to the coast before nightfall if we find some good thermals to ride.” He takes a long swig from his water-skin and returns it to the pack. “I’ll just take the nano-filter to deal with seawater and swamplands once I’m out of the desert.”

He seems to have found a new determination and purpose now. He squeezes my hand.

“I’ll try to find you when I get back.”

“Yes, you must. I’ll find it easier figuring out what to do next if you’re around to talk it over with.”

“Where will you be?”

“I’m due to spend a few more days in Samar Makhan, and then I’ll be back at university in Kar.”

“Fine. I’ll look for you there.” He runs across to the rocks to collect the condors, weaving between tumbled boulders. I watch him go, the weird normality of our final conversation feeling unreal and out of place against the slim chance that either of us will make it back at all.

“That was well done.”

I turn back at the sudden reminder that Malindir has been watching and listening to my clumsy efforts at persuasion and diplomacy.

“That sounds like your turn to get a disoriented young Sandrider functioning again.”

“Partly. But I now have more confidence that one or both of you has what it takes to see this through. Like I said, it will be a long search for the truth. Now, take my sand-pack also, and get moving.” He reaches out to the pack lying in the sand beside him, failing to suppress a spasm of pain at the effort to move.

A neat trick to ensure that I run forward and pick it up before he does any more damage to his crushed body. 

He watches me hesitate, pack in hand.

“Go now, Alissa. She will come for me very soon, so you must cross over the far side of the ridge to call your own lizard.” 

He stretches out his hand again and starts beating out the calling-rhythm to attract a female lizard. I back away, knowing he is giving me no choice but to obey––or else wait here to be eaten. I still find it hard.

“Malindir, when this is over, I will tell them all in the oasis cities what you did and what you gave.”

He gives a brief salute and goes back to his rhythmic beat.

I turn and run, following Talin’s weaving route through the rocks until I can scramble up the fractured devastation of the ridge. 

Talin has just persuaded the distraught condors to get airborne. He looks down and waves goodbye as the great birds wheel and turn, before heading east in a flurry of red-gold feathers gleaming in the afternoon sun.

Sun.

If I have to navigate around from the wrong side of the ridge and still clear the danger zone before nightfall, then I need to find a lizard quickly. 

When I reach the crest of the rubble-heap that once held the citadel, I turn and look back. The female lizard has surfaced and is working her way between the scattered boulders. Slowly, careful to place her soft pads between the sharps, but heading unerringly to the source of the pulsing call.

I should wait until it is done, but I can’t bear to watch for it. 

I scramble down the broken rocks on the lee side, hot tears stinging my eyes.
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THERE IS SOMETHING wrong with this lizard. It came out of the east, the direction of the glass dome, and I’m guessing the dissonant frequency has taken the edge off its performance. I make a wide loop around the southern spur of the ridge and head west until dusk slows the reptile and I have to stop, weave a sand-dome, and set things ready for the following day’s travel.

I rummage through the three sand-packs, my first opportunity to take stock of what I have inherited for this sudden journey. Two packs are minimal and light, the essentials-only version that Talin and I have been flying with, and a more complete set of equipment from Malindir. I have one half full water skin and three spare empty ones. Nothing like enough to make three days across the Meshkenet, but I have a full set of dew-nets plus a small emergency one from each of the flight-packs.

I take the nets outside the dome and tease out the first of the fine-weave filaments, ready to plant their slender wands in the cooling sand and capture the dewfall of early morning. 

The bundle refuses to unravel. A clutch of fear grips my stomach. 

First rule of Sandrider survival: always check your gear.

I start pushing my mind back to the last time I could have checked my equipment with any hope of replacing whatever I found was missing or damaged––and then stop myself. I need to focus on the present and the immediate future, not the past. I try the other nets, but they are all in a similar mess, as if the delicate web-threads have somehow melted into each other.

At least Malindir had the excuse that he was wounded.

And interrogating a suspect.

And saving our lives at the cost of his own.

I have to stop looking back. The difficulty in looking forward is that it now holds nothing but a slow, painful death from thirst. Alone in the desert. 

Think, Alissa! Think.

It must have been caused by the heat of the dome explosion, or maybe a burst of that erratic frequency given off by the enemy’s weird tec. Maybe I can loosen the tangle a little with one of the levels produced by the sand-spinner. I have several spares. If only I had more spare nets that actually worked...

I try every frequency and harmonic the settings and my parched voice can produce and finally find one that seems to soften the stubborn lumps a little. I spread each one as far as it will go and string them in a line outside the dome.

I don’t want to contemplate the result, but I already know the sum total of all of them is less than the catchment of a single net. I wait outside to check my tal with the stars. At least that part is spot on. Then I wait again until it is dark enough for the scorpion crabs to emerge so I can catch a few of them for dinner. I don’t feel hungry but there is moisture in their cooked flesh and I have precious little water to ration for the next three days.

Anxiety wakes me at the first grey glimmer of dawn and I am outside checking the nets in the futile hope that I might beat the tiniest hint of heat-evaporation. 

The whole damaged array produces less than a cupful. In this heat, that is a death sentence. I use my last length of cord to tie the spare sand packs together and use them as an extra layer of shade over my head but I have nothing else I can adapt to counter this disaster. 

Just keep going. Maybe I’ll think of something.

By afternoon the splintering dehydration headache makes thinking about anything at all almost impossible. My early training kicks in, warning me to avoid the tempting fantasies about water that are swirling around my mind. That way lies hallucination and madness. That precious, tiny store of water in my pack still haunts me. The tough Sandrider training regime is barely enough to counter my longing to simply drink it all, never mind if the next day with nothing would be my last. 

The only counter to my lack of water is to travel faster. I push the sluggish lizard as hard as I dare but I can tell he is tiring with the effort. When we stop for the night I know what I have to do. Once again, I am not hungry, but the only way to get roasted crab past my parched lips is to mix it with the water I have managed to hold back from drinking in the heat of the day.

I can’t sleep. As dusk fades into deep night, the cool air is a partial relief from the brain-fog of roasting heat. I need this window of relative sanity to think. The lizard is tiring fast and is unlikely to make Samar Makhan by the end of tomorrow. Switching lizards mid-desert is dangerous and difficult even with a team of two. I am in no condition to manage it at all, never mind alone.

There is one solution, but it is an obscenity.

These reptiles can go for days without food or drink. They have water pockets in their bodies they can draw on until the next source becomes available. 

And I have the equipment to slaughter a sleeping lizard.

The way to do it is to stab it multiple times in each eye, the only vulnerable part of its scaly body. There is a long telescopic spear next to the quiver on Malindir’s pack, standard Sandrider fighting gear. I would need to hold it extended and ready until the creature opens its jaws, blinded, screaming in pain, allowing me to thrust the spear hard through the back of its throat, severing the brain stem. Then I can harvest its water, regain my strength and call another lizard.

I feel like I am contemplating murder. There would be no actual penalties from the city authorities if I could convince a trial jury that I committed the crime in the face of certain death, but the disgrace would follow me for the rest of my life. It would be a betrayal of Malindir’s sacrifice. 

There has to be another way!

I check on the level of my remaining water by the light of my spinner. Not enough to survive the heat of the sun, but maybe in darkness... I have walked the sand at night before. In better shape than I am right now, but at least I have the embodied memory of how it felt.

I repaint my boots with nem. Abandon everything except the last few nem doses in the bottle, the last of my water and the spare spinners. Remove the false-feet to give the lizard its freedom when the sun wakes it. 

Then I start walking. 

A new rhythm slowly forms. I can repel the scorpions for the first hour of repainting a layer of nem, but I know I cannot stop to rest. Within seconds of even slowing my pace, the venomous hunters scrabble and climb on top of each other, their determination and hunger forcing them to press forward until they can overreach the tops of my boots. I consider extending the protective barrier up my legs but that idea dies at birth. It would gain me only a few seconds and exhaust my nem supply too quickly. I have to keep moving.

Each time exhaustion and dehydration forces me to rest, I have to change tactics, alarmed at how pathetic my performance is from my previous experiment in night-walking. 

The only way I can find to do this is to drink a mouthful of water, lie in the sand and keep the stingers at bay with the red spinner-light that Talin taught me to sing. 

That starlit training session feels so long ago now, almost like a dream in my fevered brain. I can maintain the note for almost ten minutes until my mouth dries and I can no longer sustain the sound. The trick is in the timing. I have to get the next layer of nem painted on before my harmonics turn into a dried-out croaking rasp, the light fails and the scorpions pile in for their next meal. 

The stars are telling me I am still on a perfect tal, but I don’t make it to the city by daybreak. I feel certain I no longer have the speed and strength to make the rapid moves onto a summoned lizard. Maybe if I just rest for a while, I could try it. Even after swallowing the last precious drop of my water, it takes several attempts for my parched voice to weave a concealment dome and plant the spinner.

I count several scorpion stings before I can stab the poisonous intruders into submission.

And then, finally, I can lie down. I feel the syrupy blackness swirling around my head, telling me I am about to pass out.

Malindir, I’m sorry. I did my best but it wasn’t good enough.
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I MUST HAVE BEEN STUNG by more scorpions than I managed to count because I have never experienced venom hallucinations like these before. The dome is glowing blue in the midday sun and there is a strange, keening wail of spinner harmonics coming from outside. I sense the point when the interference is about to disrupt my dome’s energy-field, a split second before it collapses in a shower of sand and I turn my head to one side to avoid a face-full of grit.

When I look up again, the hallucination has become more extreme. My mother’s face is deep turquoise and her voice still sounds like spinner-harmonics. Her words are making no sense at all. At last she shuts up, staring at me.

Then she hauls me to my feet and yells at me to move.

There was more to it than simply ‘move,’ but I only manage to decipher that single word. I take one step and sink to my knees in the hot sand. 

Water. 

I am hallucinating water. 

It pours over my face, ungluing my sore eyes, washing dust from my cracked lips. A cool bottle presses against my mouth and I finally remember how to drink. It should make me feel better but all that happens is that I throw up into the sand. 

I try again. This time the water stays down and Arima’s voice is starting to sound less like a spinner. Now her words are bright pink blobs floating around my head, telling me to get on top of that enormous lizard parked in the sand.

The lizard is luminous purple, and that is weird. For obvious reasons they are usually dun and grey-blue, the same as the shades of desert sun and shadow. I try to explain that I really do not want to climb onto a bright purple lizard, but all that comes out of my mouth is one word.

Water.

Arima lets out an impatient sigh and gives me another drink. Then she hauls me over her shoulders, climbs up to the lizard’s head, dumps me on its neck and ties me firmly onto the front spine scale. Now I must really be hallucinating because I didn’t think it was possible to do that unless the useless casualty happens to be a small child. Mothers can be really irrational and unpredictable sometimes...

She presses a full water bottle into my hands, stares at my face for a moment, and then rolls her eyes in exasperation before looping the cord around my neck. 

She thinks I am going to drop it.

The bottle slips from my fingers which no longer seem to belong to me. The cord prevents it from plunging back to the sand, which is now an acid green and a hundred miles below my feet. Maybe I am not actually on a lizard at all, but flying home with Claw and maybe in a minute I’ll remember how I got here.

Nope, wrong again. Arima removes the false-feet and turns the lizard westward, pushing it to its maximum speed, pounding through the dunes like a whirlwind.

“Keep drinking that water.” 

At least, I think that’s what she said. Whatever, if my fingers can just figure out how to get the cap off this bottle, if it would only stop leaping around of its own accord...

Maybe the water is finally flushing some of the venom out of my system. That is what is supposed to happen, as soon as my skin has enough water to sweat again. I hear Arima calling in on the com and notice that the sun has not moved more than an hour overhead. I try to work out how many more hours I would have had to walk to make it to the boulder wall on my own but my heat-addled brain refuses to calculate.

The medic team is waiting with horses on the edge of the shield and seconds later venom antidote is being injected into each puncture wound while expert hands are taping scope disks all over my body. A blissful surge of endorphins starts to flow through my veins.

Maybe I can sleep now?

Apparently not. Someone’s bright yellow voice is reminding me that I have to stay awake and start walking around to help flush the poison out of my body. They are plying me with water infused with all kinds of helpful herbs to make the detox go faster. Two hours of this in the city clinic and I swear I would rather hallucinate a little longer if it means I can stop drinking their bitter potions.

I spot my parents working alongside the med team and finally find my voice again.

“Please! Get me out of here!”

Ansel sounds relieved as he turns to the doctor in charge. His voice only has a thin haze of pink floating around the bubbles of it now.

“I think she’s through it. We’ll take her home and finish the detox there.”

There is no argument from the resident medics. I look around the emergency ward as they carry me outside. I am sure the hospital is not usually as crowded as this.

“Is everyone getting stung by scorpions these days?”

My father raises an eyebrow. “Do you really want me to tell you that not everyone is as crazy as you?”

Two more hours of the same routine but at least I am home and the shady courtyard feels reassuringly familiar, sheltering us from the dying windstorm outside. At last they let me walk on my own and I wander round picking nectarines and pomegranates from the green branches clipped to the walls.

Marpa arrives. That means I have been judged sufficiently recovered to hold a conversation and contribute to the security demands of the city. I grab a couple more nectarines before slumping onto the pile of soft cushions and slurping my way through their luscious bounty. My mother makes no comment, simply passing me a towel before the juice gets too much further from my dripping fingers.

Funny how thirst-induced visions explore the glorious plunge into fantasy-fruit but edits out the sticky sugar-splurge that goes along with it in real life.

Marpa watches me in silence for a few minutes, in between exchanging pleasantries with my parents, no doubt trying to guess how far I have moved on from fluorescent inanities to actually have a conversation. I use the interlude to make my own guesses at which issues of law and order he has on his mind. I need to work out a coherent plan, hoping to disguise my hesitation in starting the debate by focusing into my understandable fixation on liquid and sugar.

The respite does not last long. In any case, the way Marpa is watching me is getting as intense as an interrogation.

“Well, Alissa, are you going to explain why you stayed away so long this time? And turned up half dead and hallucinating? With all your Sandrider gear missing except for an empty water bottle and five sand-spinners?”

Dammit.

My plan omitted a plausible explanation for three extra spinners. I glance across at Jaken, who has managed to inveigle his way into this gathering with his usual innocent expertise.

No help there. Just a baffled shrug.

I decide to start with the layers I have already prepared. 

My need to be cautious about revealing the plot in the Meshkenet has become more complicated after the scorpion incident. Now any story I present will be weighed against the likelihood of it being just another hallucination. Even if Marpa believes me and sends a Sandrider team into the erg, they will find nothing. The drifting sand will have filled the crater and the only chance of locating it will be if the disruptive frequency has not yet dissipated.

Meanwhile, my carelessness in needing to be dragged half-conscious out of the desert was likely well observed from the city walls and will be the subject of scandalous gossip for weeks. Not the safest time to be sharing intel that could get Marpa or my parents hunted down and killed if it reaches the wrong ears. I have no idea if the perpetrators can use other methods than the way they tried to get rid of Talin.

“Um, I decided to take another few days out in the desert like I usually do.”

So far, it’s true. Mostly.

“And when I tripped over those dead sand-rats in the alley behind the bar, it made me think about something I overheard earlier, out in the street. So I went a bit further into the erg than usual, just to see if I could learn a bit more.”

I hold a faint hope that this will be enough to satisfy Marpa’s enquiring mind. It isn’t. 

“So tell me what you overheard that was so significant.”

“Um, well, it was a few odd fragments really, but it made me think that maybe the desert bandit gangs are forming some kind of alliance instead of fighting each other for territory. It would make it easier for them to overwhelm a guarded merchant caravan wouldn’t it?”

“How is that connected to murdered sand-rats?”

“Somehow I got the feeling that the whole thing with those ragged desperadoes is just a distraction. Luring them to do even more stupid things than they usually get up to, by offering them bounty payments that are small-change to serious raiders... well, you get the idea.”

This is not entirely fabrication. My suspicions had already been growing that the plotters were, in fact, using the sand-rats as a diversion as well as clumsy assassins. I watch Marpa turning over the suggestion in his mind, no doubt matching it with what he already knows. He must know something, as he has already increased Sandrider patrols to seven on those merchant caravans. However, he really is the professional investigator these days and doesn’t get sidetracked by an overload of new ideas.

“And where did you get those extra spinners Arima picked up when she found you?”

“I, um, already had them tucked into a side pocket of my pack, before I asked Jaken to bring it out to me at the boulder wall.” I am watching Jaken carefully as I deliver this line, trying to measure his degree of surprise. 

On a scale one to ten, I would say that was at least an eight. I should give him some thinking time before it’s his turn to get grilled.

I cut in with some convincing details. At least, I hope they are convincing. “The thing is, I learned a few useful points this year at uni and I wanted to try a new technique with scorpion crabs to see how well it worked. I thought I might need some extra spinners to do it with.”

“Did it work?”

“Not bad, actually. I’ll show you tonight if you like, as soon as it gets dark.”

“Hm. Judging by the number of stings on your person that the city clinic just had to deal with, I would say it did not, in fact, work very well.” Marpa finally gets my kid brother in his sights. “Jaken, did you really not know how many spinners were in Alissa’s pack?”

“Erm, like I said, I forgot to do a thorough count. I assumed she would do it.”

I can tell Marpa still suspects there is something I am not revealing but he seems inclined not to push too hard, at least for now. My well-known obsession with scorpion crabs probably covers some of the more glaring omissions in my account. 

I wish there was more I could do within the constraints of keeping everyone safe. I have to hold back until I know more about who is behind this plot and has such high-level access within the administration. Everything I say adds another layer of risk, but maybe if I keep it fairly vague...

“Marpa, the other fragment of gossip I overheard was something about faulty connections or damage or something at the desalination plant.”

He frowns. “Security there is tightly controlled for obvious reasons. Which should rule out both poor maintenance and deliberate sabotage.”

“I suppose I was thinking in terms of the story being used as another distraction. There are bound to be a few minor glitches in a place that size. If the raiders start spreading stories about sabotage, there might be enough minor faults to convince some people that the stories were true?”

If I can save one more Sandrider from Garan’s fate, I will have achieved something.

“And you think that is likely?”

“I mean, you know I’ve always felt a bit vulnerable because of our dependence on the pipeline. I think a ruse like that would probably have worked on me if I hadn’t seen a few clues to it being a criminal strategy.”

“So... you’re suggesting I should put in a request for a deep-clean and a maintenance check?” He is staring hard at me and I feel sure he is trying to discover what I know, more than asking my opinion on maintenance checks.

“Well, bringing in an outside inspection team gets a fresh look at it as well as bypassing any regular workers who might have been getting a bit careless, wouldn’t it?”

And a clean safety report might make those recruitment stories less convincing.

He sighs. “You may be right. I’ll leave you to rest and recover while I go through some of the other problems that have been piling up on my desk.”

I lean back against the wall, almost daring to relax while he takes his leave of my parents and goes out.

.

Epilogue

.

As soon as Jaken is the only one left with me in the evening courtyard, he turns to me with his usual eager grin.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Now you can tell me the real story!”

I groan inwardly. “Was it that bad?”

“I don’t think Marpa was convinced, scorpions or not. You’re probably due for a few more little chats like that one. I could only cover for you so far. You know I always follow Sandrider training. I checked everything in your pack and I know damn well you only set out with two spinners! But we’ve had enough years of covering for each other, I think they believed me when I said I forgot to do it. I would have filled your water-skin as well but the other participant from that duel had just turned up, begging for stitches. I had to run with what I had before I got called in to assist. So? What really happened?”

I rake sugary fingers through my hair as if it might help me think. It doesn’t, but at least the water left over from my earlier mist shower removes some of the stickiness.

Jaken’s impatience fills the silence.

“Three extra spinners and most of your other gear missing says that something bad happened and you were the only survivor. And you were trying to make it back with whatever you could salvage.”

I give in. “Fine. It was something like that. But I need you to keep it secret with a better delivery than the one I just improvised. Help me smother as much gossip and speculation as possible. At the same time, we need to listen for any other gossip out in the street. If you promise to do that, I really will tell you everything.”

For a moment I almost feel as if I have done this before. This is the same decision that Talin had to make before taking me to the citadel. Heavily kidnapped. Maybe I should add something that he omitted.

“And, Jaki, whatever you do, don’t go leaping in and trying to get involved. I think when I’ve told you the whole story you’ll understand why it would put everyone here in mortal danger. You have to wait until I find someone further up the chain of command to help us. I’ll have a better chance of that when I get back to Kar.”

My over-enthusiastic kid brother doesn’t hesitate.

“Yes! Anything! You know I can keep a secret. And you know what it’s like in this city. If you want gossip well squashed, you’re going to need someone working on it for you, covering several weeks at least after you go back to uni.”

And so we sit together as the shadows lengthen across the leafy courtyard and I tell him the whole story, keeping my voice low to make sure we are not overheard.

As Malindir said, this is probably the start of a long hard search for the truth.

***
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Author’s note

.

THANK YOU FOR READING Duneflyer! If you enjoyed it, do leave a review! Reviews are really helpful to an author like me, and if you have a moment to spare to leave a star rating or short review on the store where you downloaded it, or even just telling a friend, that would help me enormously!

.

You can review Duneflyer on all stores worldwide; just follow the links at the end of the book. You might need to log in to your online account first.

.

Webdancer, the next book in the Stormweaver series, follows Alissa’s adventures as she pursues the shadowy controllers of the conspiracy. You can read a preview of it below. 

.

.

Webdancer

Book 2; Preview.

.

The thin crescent of First Moon lifts above the horizon, ghosting the warm Karesh night in shades of grey. Less than twenty minutes before Second Moon rises to flood the sprawling campus of Kar University in silver light. 

No chance to stay hidden after that. 

A faint rustle in the leaves and Tigan arrives at my side, his dark hair brushing my face as he leans close, his voice barely a whisper.

“Hey, Alissa.” 

He’s getting better at night-silence. At least I taught him something useful to repay his four years helping me through tec assessments. I would have flunked after my first year otherwise. 

He shuffles and looks away, unrolls his holo-vis, adjusts the connection to his earpiece, waits for me to speak. Six months now since I broke off our relationship and I still sense his awkwardness. 

Chaos, he is the one insisting we can stay friends! 

Anyhow, he is due to graduate in a few weeks’ time. Then he will be leaving and I have another year of study. Maybe the friend thing works better after a bit of space. 

“You’re late.” I flash him a mischievous grin, hoping our habitual riffing can ease the tension. 

“Gimme a break, Alissa! It took me longer than I expected to dodge security.” Then his hazel eyes crinkle as he relaxes a little. “Here.” He holds out a couple of rubbery shapes. I strap the octopus suckers onto my wrists.

“Ugh. They’re cold.”

“Sorry. Forgot I had to defrost them first.” Tigan kneels on the grass and checks updates on his holo, hunching broad shoulders over the screen, cupping a hand over his earpiece. 

“Check one through four?” 

He waits while his lookout team checks in the all-clear while I tighten the band of black silk masking sunbleached waves in my hair. I don’t repeat mistakes. My previous night foray, only speed and agility saved me from arrest by university security guards when stray starlight caught a few pale blond strands.

Now my outline is no more than a patch of deeper shadow, soft grey-black silk combat tunic and leggings through to the walnut-leaf I used to darken my face. My inner vision is running like a vid-map of the route up the shadow side of the science lab as I estimate whether I can make it there and back before moonrise.

Tigan signals, go! 

I run silently across the open lawns to the living canares dome housing the lab and start to climb, an effortless ascent up the steep incline. The wrist-suckers grip well on the smooth outer skin of the dome, my bare toes perfectly sense the minimal friction, lungs breathe in subtle night-scents... 

Yes! This is what I came for! 

The stretching of muscle, space beneath my feet, the surge of adrenalin as skill and practice merge in precariously balanced movements. I know the others are watching enviously. For a few precious moments, the edge I always have with physical performance wipes out the familiar heaviness of being hopeless at tec, an outsider at the university, a foreigner in comfortable tropical Karesh.

I push the thought from my mind, determined not to let it spoil the moment. My friends have never held my desert background against me. If I can lift Tigan’s latest experiment from the science lab, my home-brew supply will be the best ever! 

Tigan’s phytochemistry degree officially focuses on tensile strength improvements for structural plant species in Karesh––but also happens to include a branch of plant synthetics to increase the alcohol content in carbon catalysts. 

Wasted sitting on a shelf in the lab as much as my lack of aptitude is wasted trying to understand nano-tec!

My fingers test the surface textures for flaws, making sure the suckers grip. Now I almost feel like I’m flying, laughing softly with the joy of merging into an air-dance of climbing...

Except that I know what real flying is like, even if it now feels like a distant dream...

I make myself focus on the task in hand as the angle eases at the dome’s apex. I drop to a crouch, check the ground below is still clear of guards and draw my hunting knife to cut a neat hole in the canares plant-flesh. Stab the blade deep into the side of it, glad for once that I’m built lean and wiry as I tie off the slender line and wriggle through the hole to slide down onto the smooth compacted-clay floor.

The lab is dimly lit by the faint glow of crescent-moon light diffusing through the pale green living walls of the dome. I move silently across to the shelves, senses prickling alert for anyone approaching. Nothing. 

Except for the tiny twitch coming from my pocket. Reluctantly I activate the earpiece, hating the way it takes the edge off my resonance-sensitivity.

“Tigan. I’m in. Where did you say it was?” 

“Seventh shelf, third from the left.”

I run my eyes across the racked shelves to the neatly-labelled flask, secure it in the bag at my waist, pocket the earpiece again and climb back out, carefully replacing the chunk cut from the roof. If it self-repairs before dripping too much sap onto the floor no-one will notice I have been there. Hopefully. 

I sit by the sticky circular scar and coil the line, gazing across the clustered pale domes of the dusky campus to the lush forest beyond, enjoying the familiar buzz of adrenaline in my veins, the rush of feeling fully alive, awake to the orchestra of information flowing in from the night. My senses reach out into the darkness, probing rock formations poised in precarious muted tension across the fault line, deep below the edge of the campus. 

Stable. No change. 

I follow teeming life-forms burrowing through damp night earth, sense the pull of water rising vertically through tall tree trunks until the oxygen exchange rippling across the surface of the leaves tingles through my skin. 

From there I quest into the air itself, the faint scent of warm sand drifting in from the desert beyond the mountains. The wind has changed. That will surely carry any sound I make straight to the security office. Second Moon eases over the rippling leaf-ocean of forest, silvering the green dome-clusters of the university between ebony shadows. I can’t resist making another finely-balanced bet with fate... 

Can I beat the heightened risk of getting spotted with every extra lumen of moonlight filtering across the landscape?

A second impatient twitch demanding that I get back on coms right now.

“Tigan? What’s up?”

“Alissa, what are you doing? I saw you get out ages ago!” 

“Just coiling the rope.”

“No you’re not! I saw you do that as well. You’re crazy. You get caught, you’ll be kicked out of uni and wreck your one chance to apply to the Order. If you can’t be cautious on these ops, just hold off till you’re accepted. Life will be exciting enough without mad stunts like this.” 

Tigan has never felt comfortable with my risky excursions. I sigh, adjusting the fragile flask on my belt. 

“Yeah, you’re right. As usual. On my way.”

One last sense-exploration east to the desert Another year to perfect my skills, meet the demanding standards for joining the skilled Webdancer teams––

Dammit! That faint dissonance again, gritty against the sleek wave-form. It feels harsh, discordant, threatening, but no one else seems to have noticed. My efforts at describing it just seem to convince people I must be imagining things. 

It is a harsh reminder of my pledge to find the cause of the disaster in the desert from which I barely escaped with my life. This new disruption feels very different from the unpleasant wavelength I experienced there. That was limited in range––yet at the same time strong enough for others to feel it as well. This new dissonance is fleeting, pale, subtle, and each time I notice it, every resonance-judgement I make is thrown horribly out of balance.

Self-pity won’t help. Get back down before Tigan turns into a nervous wreck.

His holo is already rolled and packed by the time I reach him. I give him my best-friendly peck on the cheek.

“I’ll take the flask home now, get it in the mix straight away. See you in the morning.” 

Tigan catches my hand. “I’ll walk you back.” He forces his broad frame through the dense shrubbery. “Ugh. Alissa, what is wrong with using proper pathways?”

The narrow path to my domehouse between dense blue olifrae bushes feels reassuringly familiar after an evening of risk and rule-breaking, instead of boringly familiar after a day sitting in lectures. I know part of my restlessness comes from the gnawing awareness that I have been back at university for more than a week but I’m still no closer to finding the powerful ally I need. Someone I can trust to uncover the mastermind behind the plot I briefly encountered in the desert. Student life has wrapped itself back around me as if I had never been away.

Tigan hovers outside the door. “I’ll pick you up at first light. Don’t forget, our study group is scheduled for wildside resonance-attunements first thing tomorrow and Professor Maret already gave you two warnings about being late.”

Another best-friend peck. “Thanks Tigan. I appreciate the way you look out for me. Really.” 

Except I’ll never be able to play the respectable wife you’ll need when you take over your father’s factory and become a responsible businessman.

I step inside before things get any more awkward. The earthenware pots of home-brew are bubbling nicely, stacked around the circular edge of my domehouse waiting to be double-enhanced. I give them a few drops each of catalyst, counting weeks to the party, wondering whether I could maybe get them triple-enhanced or even...

Hmm, maybe I should make sure this party doesn’t get too out of hand...

Rummage for my holo-vis in the tangled heap of clothes strewn across the circular table. Kareshi dome-houses are designed for simple living; a few curved wall-shelves, hover-table, chairs and bed, tiny cooking-pod to one side. It works really well if you keep it tidy. Which I don’t. So much easier to keep putting it off till tomorrow... which never comes.

Find my holo, peel off the half-eaten dried fruit snack that has somehow managed to get itself stuck to the flexible solar cell that forms the back of it. Check. Nothing much incoming, except a somewhat slurred and giggly thank-you vid message from Safrael, Jian and Krill, rather obviously finishing off the last flagon of home-brew I left with them.

“Alissa! Love you! Celebrations! Your seed-transfer request to the accommodation secretary came through today. Now we should have only two years to wait for the most-perfect triple marriage––with our own domehouse ready-grown! Bye, see you wildside tomorrow!” 

I key in a quick, “You’re welcome,” still restless, my body singing with leftover adrenaline. Too soon to try to sleep. I slouch into the worn honey-tinted hover-seat, my mind drifting, waiting for the elusive quiet that only comes after a few hours’ exertion and danger. At last my mind is slowing down. I wrap the soft peach quilt from the hover-bed around my shoulders and shuffle to the entrance. One final moonlit breath of night before closing the door softly against the evening chill. 

And at last the overworked and rather indignant canares can relax a little in its efforts to maintain an ambient indoor dry-temperature for its precious seed.
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EIGHT HOURS AND NINE hundred miles northeast of Kar by bullet train but only one hour by air transit, Zin val Roche steps off the last air-shuttle flight from Kar to Merkaan, gives the slip to the shadowy figure tailing him from the port and walks the crowded evening streets of the capital. 

He is short, wiry, of unremarkable appearance. An essential quality for his work. Qat field agent, Merkaan northwest sector. Officially the role has never existed, easily deniable as the wishful fantasy of a successful chemist’s middle-aged house-husband. 

Hover-globes reflect pale light from the city’s abali-white towers on almost-handsome features, the contours carefully obscured by a neatly trimmed sandy beard. Zin pulls his hood just far enough across his face to avoid blocking the micro-lens concealed above his left eye. A normal enough reaction to the bone-chill of yet another northern storm building over the ocean. 

He checks that no one is watching him too closely. They might notice him turning his head just a little more than normal for someone apparently browsing stores and stalls in the market area. Or notice him adding sub-vocal commentary to his holo-vid recording, ready to pass on to their resident gestalt for analysis. 

He is not finding it easy to keep impatience out of his report. Each day without answers is another day of unexplained prisoner disappearances. No one seems to know why this is happening.

Or why the laws were changed to designate them offenders in the first place. 

The service was not set up to spy on its own government. His plan to access the archives in the presidential palace risks bringing their investigations to the attention of the shadowy group in the administration at the root of all this. 

Could get Qat shut down. Or worse.

Two days at the carbon-fibre plant in the tropical forests of Karesh turned up nothing. Except two wasted days. Another source of impatience. If the cable network expansion had not been vetoed again last year, he would not have to travel so far to gather intel from anywhere beyond the twin cities of Kar and Merkaan. Without the five-mile interference on coms transmission he could have gathered this last episode of intel simply by picking up his holo. He lets out a long sigh. No one wants a repeat of the famines and epidemics in Pangaea’s history so Webdancer assessment is final. 

He walks into the tall white building of Merkaan’s police HQ, checks security cameras above the inner door, waits till the corridor inside is empty and steps through to back offices that do not officially exist. 

He pulls off the micro-lens with a sigh of relief. It blocks some of his resonance-sensitivity, losing him a level of alertness that has kept him alive more times than he cares to remember. He hands over the holo-vid image of his stalker; stocky, muscular, ridiculous single-diamond latest-fashion implant on the cheekbone below his right eye. 

Zin walks into the boss’s abali-white office and stands facing the head of Qat across the meticulously tidy glass desk at the far end of a room that somehow seems designed to intimidate. Updates him on his new plan. Usual unwavering fierce stare in response. 

No wonder they call him the Scorpion.

And the usual disclaimer. 

“Zin, I can’t order you to do this. You’re a deniable volunteer. And if you’re caught, you were never here and I know nothing about you.”
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WEBDANCER HANNIK SENSES real agitation in Professor Maret’s manner, noticing the deep worry-lines on his grey-bearded face. He is well known among the university tutors for taking his teaching work seriously––some say too seriously––but the strain of too many sleepless nights has brought a tightness to his voice as his concerns spill faster than the fountain burbling and splashing at the edge of the warm, dawn-lit Karesh forest beyond the open door.

“Hannik, something is not right. I’ve had difficult students before, but I usually sense what their problems are, how to guide them, even if it takes months. This is different. In some ways Alissa seems to know more than anyone at the faculty, but so often she just argues obscure details.”

The elderly Webdancer pushes back her long dark braid, failing to repress a grin. “Hmph. Sounds like Alissa’s usual impassioned response to complexities.”

Maret shakes his head. “It’s more than that. She had been fine for the previous exercise, then yesterday she wouldn’t even try the new test––she just kept arguing the validity of the Fourth Principle itself. And this is a student with exceptional intelligence and resonance-awareness.”

“Maybe she’s scared. Those navigation routes can be intimidating.

“I have never seen her scared of anything, not wildside anyway. There is something else behind this but I can’t see it.” Maret shuffles his feet on the orange-weave rug like a nervous grey dragonfly, anxious to resolve his concerns. “Hannik, I know your support-mother role for her concluded when she came of age but... I wondered if that experience might give you more insight than I have?”

Hannik smiles affectionately, recalling the fascinating if rather hair-raising experience of steering her desert-born protégé through the vulnerability underlying those wild escapades and into an acceptance of university protocol. 

Was it really three years ago? Four? Feels like yesterday.

“Of course. I’ll talk to her. I’m still her web-mentor, due for another tutorial soon. I can bring it forward.”

Maret looks relieved. “Thanks, Hannik. It means a lot to me. If a Webdancer with your experience confirms the resonance isn’t out of synch, it might give her confidence to try the route again.” 

Hannik watches him walk back to the bay mare waiting patiently by the fountain in the soft dawn. She sinks into the cushioned hover-seat and stills her mind for a few moments. Her innate gestalt ability reaches for answers to the problem of Maret’s dissenting student, but no converging strands of scattered information weave patterns across the quiet peace of the morning. 

Sometimes Alissa reminds Hannik of her own wild and unconventional student days, before she finally understood the value and power of Order discipline to enhance her natural skills. Still, it always seems easier to see the advantages in hindsight.

These days Hannik often finds herself watching the green replacement seed at her dome’s apex. It waits, ready to drop into the pod as soon as the ripe seed releases in a few months’ time, assurance that her home will remain active, alive and comfortable for at least another five years.

But will I still be here for that five years?

Her long and satisfying informal association with the university has started to feel... uncertain. Restlessness or some inner need demanding attention? An urge to a new direction? Sixty of her eighty years she has worked here and barring accidents has another sixty still to fill with––what?

Present-day peaceful politics and extended lifespan were only a distant dream for early Pangaean colonists––but perfection brings its own challenges. Making life meaningful when spoiled for choice and lacking the threat of destitution demands a high degree of self-discipline. Her skill at helping students develop this elusive quality was the main reason she was asked to stay on and teach at the faculty for decades after her initial contract expired...

Her eyes stray to the message that had arrived on her holo-vis a few minutes before Maret arrived at her door.

Hannik, I’m back in Merkaan––sorry I didn’t make it over to see you while I was in Kar as I promised. I think I was being followed. Things are getting worse here in the capital. More disappearances. Need your Webdancer skills as well as your gestalt. Will try to arrange a meeting soon. Zin. 

Why would her old friend avoid official channels to contact her like this? Webdancers are bound by oath and by law to avoid politics in order to focus on their resonance-balancing responsibilities. If Zin is crossing those lines to contact an experienced Webdancer, something must be going seriously wrong.

Contemplate later. Time for that talk with Alissa.
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I WAKE FROM THE USUAL terrifying shapeless dream. Something agile and silky is rubbing its head against my face and whistling excitedly.

“Pfft! Off!” I tip the scurrying scampering sentinel onto the floor and roll sleepily off the hover-bed, opening my eyes to swirls of orange-tinted morning sunlight filtering through the dome walls. Shani turns her pointed ferret-like head with a reproachful look before wriggling two feet of slender white-furry body through the door flap to join her mate squeaking and jumping outside as if the ground suddenly flared too hot in the cool dawn. As if that were possible. 

Of course. Tigan alerted them and they’re only doing their job. 

Although, I sometimes wish my beloved sentinels could develop whistles that blend delicious harmonies together instead of the rather interesting discord that shrills out every time they get excited. 

“Alissa, see you on the trail?” Tigan knows better than to make himself late waiting for me.

“Sure, I’ll only be a minute.” I can easily catch the group before they reach the mountains. Time for a quick splash in the warm pool of the dome-annex, scoop grey tunic and leggings from where I tossed them on the floor last night, check pots of home-brew bubbling more energetically than before, finally find my beige silk sand-robe stuffed under the hover-bed. 

The sentinels start whistling again and I look up as a familiar slim figure approaches.

Hannik? That tutorial with her isn’t due till next week! 

I hastily set two hover-seats outside the door, out of sightline to the brew-pots, remembering for once to maintain correct protocol, hand over heart, head bowed respectfully.

“Webdancer. I am privileged by your visit.”

Hannik pauses a moment, scanning. I often wonder how deep she can sense. When the faculty accepted me three years before I came of age at eighteen, she was tasked with replacing the support-parents I left behind with my blood-clan in Irithen. 

Harsh on discipline, she gets seriously grumpy if I fail to give everything I have to her instructions, yet I know the fierce criticism is wholly focused on getting me to the place I want to be, ensuring I become good enough to be accepted by the Order. 

Why is Hannik carrying a sand-robe?

She inclines her head and accepts the offered seat with an agile grace that reveals her strength and fitness. 

“This is an informal visit, Alissa. Please, sit down.”

I sit facing her, trying to work out why she is wearing her riding tunic and leggings, whether this is about skipping my latest tec lecture or maybe my somewhat unorthodox entry into the science lab has been spotted, or...

“Am I in trouble?”

A faint smile. Almost reassuring. 

“Not this time. Professor Maret is worried about you. He mentioned your issues with the Fourth Principle.”

I hold back from answering for a few moments. Warmth and kindness glow gold behind those penetrating grey eyes. I desperately want to share what I know––but my attempts at explaining this recent dissonance to Maret left him trying to work out what was wrong with my self-confidence rather than with the frequency itself. If I insist, it might convince Hannik I may never make the grade for applying to the Order. Or it could lead to awkward questions about why I joined a team of Ronin in the desert before I’m even qualified...

Safer to keep quiet and hope it sorts itself out.

“Um, yes, I did feel a glitch a couple of times but nothing recently so I expect it’s over now.” 

Hannik scans again. She has not kept at it this long since our first meeting four years ago. Finally, she emerges from the focus.

“There are so few Iritheni students here. Have your feelings about living in Karesh changed much since you first arrived?” She has seen straight through my attempted cover-up. 

I laugh, a little nervously.

“Deafening! So much life. So much energy pulsing through the air. I was reeling from overload for days until I learned to filter. Even now I sometimes find the forest overwhelming. I go out to the edge of the desert, so I can feel sky all around me again.” 

A broader smile this time. “I had a feeling that is why you seek solitude so often. Are you still homesick for the desert?” 

The ripple of understanding radiating honey-yellow from her tempts me again to tell her how lonely it has been here sometimes. Worse, now I’m the only one experiencing these strange shivers in the wave. I suspect it has something to do with the disruption I discovered in Irithen but I doubt anyone would believe that part of the story either. 

“Webdancer, I admit it can be difficult. Irithenis aren’t always well accepted––and our blond hair and deep suntan does make us stand out among the Kareshi students . But I knew it would be like that, even before I came here. I’m determined to see it through, graduate, apply for advanced training. It’s just...”

No! Don’t risk your application to the Order! 

“I guess I must be going through a phase of needing to be on my own more than usual.” I finish awkwardly, staring at my hands. I can feel her gaze still on me.

“Alissa, I know Iritheni culture gives the most prestige to warrior training, more than any other path. What made you decide to make the Order a career choice? 

This is not easy so I just launch in, like tackling another dangerous route in the Fourth.

“I screwed up really badly when I was ten and took one risk too many. Stayed out in the dunes on an overnight without enough preparation. Scorpion crabs. I was hallucinating from the stings for a week. My little sister didn’t make it. All I wanted was to die instead of facing up to what I’d done.” 

I look away. I haven’t spoken of it to anyone at the university. Maybe because something like this is likely to convince people that Irithenis really are wild... 

“My father shut me in my room until I could come up with something positive instead. In the end I figured that if I really did have exceptional skill I should offer it to the Order, learn to do something useful with it. Atone for what I did. I applied to the university every year after that for five years till I was accepted.” 

Hannik’s hand is on my arm, reassuringly gentle but firm. “It seems to me all the fights and wild parties have been your way of shutting it out?”

“It was the only way the ghosts would become peaceful enough to let me sleep.”

Hannik squeezes my hand and once again I feel the warm glow of her concern. “Alissa, I suspect that submitting to the constraints and rules of university life isn’t helping you deal with your past. But if you can get through another year, join the Order, develop your wildside skills, you will feel more confident that you can protect yourself and those around you.” 

My heart leaps. My mentor is not questioning whether I can achieve the stringent demands for initiates that the Order insists must be met...

Hannik stands to go. “I have another appointment. Perhaps we should leave it there for now.” 

She is gone before I have a chance to go through any protocols. And before I have a chance to ask why she has her sand-robe with her.

I need to move before I really am seriously late joining the others. A quick sprint to the university stables and I can sign for an all-day ride with my usual mare. I jump hurriedly onto her bare back and head for the trees at the fastest trot a student can risk without getting stopped for breaking campus speed limits.

Pangaean horses are tall and muscular––and fiercely resistant to the concept of being broken-in. However, they are canny creatures and having discovered an opportunity for protection from predators, regular meals in the off-season and shelter from the worst of the storms, they have gone along with being whispered, entranced and persuaded into an arrangement with humans that suits them very well. 

As soon as we cross the campus boundary, I lean forward and whisper my carefully-evolved speed-keywords to the mare and she leaps to a gallop, heading east into orange streaks of sunrise beyond the dense leaf-canopy of the forest. Another shortcut through the trees to catch the four students and our professor on the stony track before they reach the cool shadow of the mountains stretched long in the early light. 

I ride behind Safrael and Jian, the other two Iritheni students in my year, even though it means eating their dust. The gorge is too narrow to let through the weather systems sweeping in from the western ocean, and the lush valleys of Karesh end abruptly. 

We dismount and walk, silently leading the horses through sandy scrub. Even at this pace the change of landscape is too rapid, the shift in attunement from forest to desert struggling to catch up, a missed beat in the waveform. 

The flat stony plain above the cliffs is a well-used practice area. I tether my sweating horse in the shade of a giant boulder and follow the others to sit near the edge of the cliff for the preparation needed to complete the transition. We are supposed to maintain silence, focus on the frequency and learn to make the shift faster than this by the end of our training.

To the left a massive ridge of compacted ochre sand curves around, fluted and carved by wind erosion into a tangled mass of columns and ledges dropping several hundred feet to the vast red-gold plain below. I focus southeast across the distance to the far horizon of sunburned haze shimmering over the dun-shadowed deserts of Irithen. 

Home. 

Glowing dunes traversed by the flat gravel shield and the shady canyons of desiccated riverbeds, where I could gallop Arin into the crisp cool of dawn, watch the sun break over the dune ridge, light and warmth in my hair and Arin’s mane, dry desert wind brushing our passage... 

Oh how I miss those days of freedom!

Few born in that vast expanse of air and sand can submit to university rules and the constraints of surrounding forests.

No. Don’t think about home now. Focus.

Professor Maret waves his arm at the steep russet columns on our left. “We wait vigil here for the initial attunement. Those who pass this test will return tomorrow and travel alone, across the gravel shield as far as the dunes. I know this will be the first desert experience for some of you.”

A snigger from behind me. Drass again. Kareshi born and bred, with a sneering disdain for anyone from the other two provinces. If you believe Drass, everyone from Merikeen is a pale northern weakling too absorbed in tec to function normally. And Irithenis, huh, we’re just a bunch of sandy-haired desert vagrants who live in mud huts. 

This is so not the time to get angry and distracted––exactly what Drass wants. I hear Tigan’s sharp intake of breath, the most warning he dares give me not to lose my temper again. I try to move away from Drass without Maret noticing. If either of us are caught disturbing everyone’s attunement the best we can hope for is repeating the study year. Harsh but fair. Get distracted, get it wrong, out here you die.

Maret drones through the Ten Principles of Lieth, even though we have heard them umpteen times before. It is meant to implant them deep in layers beyond conscious thought. Irithenis learn this stuff by first-hand experience––but then our accident rate is well beyond the limits of the Health and Safety guidelines meticulously applied in law-abiding Karesh. 

Maret finally gets to the point. “Today we advance to the next level of skill in the Fourth Principle, Ly’r illin p’en tal, knowing the way.”

He rumbles through details of how to attune to desert resonance, but I’ve been doing this all my life. Heat haze ripples over the undulating ochre dunes, bathing the foot of the precipice below in a shifting mirage... 

And then I feel it. The discord, fracturing across the smooth flow of heat and air and sand like a faint, hoarse scream ripping through the song. 

“Alissa, did you hear my question? Everyone else seems to know the answer.”

Hells. How to avoid admitting I was caught up in that dissonance again?

I stare at Maret like a rabbit caught in the hypnotic beam of a flashlight. I can tell by his voice he knows I wasn’t listening. 

Chaos, if I’m going to make an idiot of myself anyhow, I might as well give it one more try.

“Professor, I felt the disturbance again. The Fourth Principle is no longer valid.”

He gives me a long searching look and for a precious moment I see disbelief fading from his wrinkled face. Then it vanishes and my faint hope fades with it. 

His voice is firm. “And what makes you sure it is the resonance that is wrong rather than your interpretation of it?”

“I... I don’t know. It never felt weird like this before.” 

The professor moves to the edge of the cliff and beckons.

“Come, Alissa. I think it will help if you try it, get your confidence back before you lose it altogether. You know I will carefully check every placement before you go.”

I move to the edge of the cliff and take the tiny laser-pointer Maret offers, gripping it till my knuckles whiten. 

I have never felt fear like this before when preparing for the Fourth. When you sense the waveform around you, it’s like finding the harmonies in a song and the rhythm in a dance. You can just feel when it’s right and you know you’ll survive if only you hold focus. But now I can’t trust my senses. If the frequency shifts unpredictably again...

Get on with it––Irithenis train by taking risks!

I’m getting soft with all this comfortable Kareshi living. I shift my gaze across the expanse of desert far below, focusing single-pointedly on the wave before drawing back to the drop beneath my feet. At least the only life I’m risking now is my own.

Get on with it!

My breathing slows, the resonance of my body reaching out to blend with the harmonics of warm sand and air, until the energy flow grows smooth and powerful. Red-gold fluted cliffs slowly emerge into sharper focus, revealing subtle changes in their integrity and firmness, potential pathways down the almost-vertical slope, placements that will not crumble beneath my feet and fling me into the void below. 

The moment to move will come when thinking ceases, when thought itself becomes one with the rhythm of the desert, when texture and shape sharpen in the sunlight...

The descent route diagonally down to the foot of the cliff appears in the new clarity, tiny ledges to take my weight, weavings of solidified sand running through the crumbling, treacherous conglomerate that will support my steps only if I keep perfect balance, poised within the song of the dunes.

I hold for a long, still moment, illuminating each step of the descent with the laser-pointer, as Maret checks my alignment and accuracy. He squeezes my arm, affirmation that he judges it perfect, safe, flawless. 

Time to go. I lean forward and launch off the edge, half leaping, half sliding diagonally left and down, following the precise route to the base of the fluted cliff. Barely a quarter of the distance, and it happens again. A shiver, a faint shadow in the resilient field of concentration, a sense of wrongness in the natural flow... 

I stop dead, the shock of the shift in consciousness jarring nerves as the solid reality of the cliff-face reasserts itself. Base awareness re-focuses on my feet balanced precariously on tiny footholds in the consolidated vertical sand, a dizzying drop yawning beneath me.

Not the place anyone in their right mind would normally choose to stop and emerge from lieth attunement. A clutch of vertigo grips my stomach as all the fear that vanished in wave-connectedness emerges again to freeze limbs, slow reactions...

Suddenly, unbelievably, the vertical cliff ahead dissolves into soft folds of liquid sand as it collapses, leaving only a few inches of solidified gravel before my feet. The way that had been so clear and firm in the attunement disappears in a tumbling avalanche of loose grains and pebbles dropping to the dunes below. 

I use deep-breath focus technique to stay calm, turning and retreating from the void, an air-dance on friable sand grains, retracing my route using base awareness to tread in the scarcely visible footprints left by my descent.

Maret moves fast for a greybeard and reaches out his hand, pulling me over the lip of the cliff to firmer ground. 

“What happened down there? I have never seen you misjudge tal before.” He frowns. “And I have never misjudged it either. Not many that do are lucky enough to survive the mistake.” 

I sit down, suddenly shaken, exhausted.

“I don’t know what happened, Professor. It felt right while I was within the initial attunement, but then I felt... I’m not sure. A shadow. A shiver telling me something is wrong. Why I stopped, just before it collapsed.”

He keeps his voice low so the others don’t hear. 

“Alissa, you may be right. Your ability to sense tiny discrepancies in the frequency is unusually enhanced. Maybe the Fourth Principle is no longer valid. Something may have shifted in the resonance of this place. Don’t discuss it with the others until I can find a team of experts to come and check. Confirm it. I don’t want students losing confidence, but of course I don’t want anyone getting killed just to prove there is a problem. I will suspend all field exercises until we can be sure.”

Maret helps me stand and mount. My legs are shaking. I gather the mare’s reins and turn back to the west, still too shocked to work out why my professor failed to notice the flaw in my route before I set off. 

The others follow. No one risks breaking training rules by speaking, but I feel their disappointment at not finishing the test radiating a grey miasma of discontent.

The afternoon windstorm intensifies as we ride through the canyon, imbalances of pressure between dry desert heat and moisture-laden air above the Karesh forests wrestling and struggling for equilibrium. I pull the shawl of my sand-robe around my head, stinging grit peppering my face. 

Beyond the vortex of the rift the wind eases and the warm humid air of the forest envelops us in its soothing caress. I unwrap gritty folds of sand-robe, the horses snorting and tossing their heads, glad to be free of the stinging wind. Maret orders us to walk them gently but he seems to be in a hurry and gallops ahead.

Almost back at the university and Drass starts up again, smug in the knowledge that Maret is no longer in earshot and the rest of us won’t snitch.

“Trust a sand-rat to get it wrong and wreck the test for everyone else.”

Tigan catches my eye, willing me not to retaliate. It feels claustrophobic, trapped between my tacit promise to Maret not to discuss the dissonance and my impatience at the constant needling.

I turn my horse to brush past the heavy cob Drass is riding. A rapid lean to the side, a sharp whispered keyword in its ear––and it works beautifully. The clumsy horse whinnies in surprise and rears up, throwing its rider onto the stony track. 

Built as solidly as his mount, Drass lands heavily. He scrambles to his feet with the sort of language he definitely wouldn’t use if Maret were here.

“Typical rat! Can’t even navigate a cliff and then fights by proxy. Too much of a coward to face me, aren’t you?”

“With pleasure.” I slide off the mare’s bare back, trying to ignore the resigned groan from Tigan. The others hastily dismount, knowing what comes next.

Tigan reaches Drass first. “No knives.” He holds out a demanding hand. 

Drass passes it over with bad grace. I just grin and toss mine on the ground. Safrael and Jian step back, forming a triangle with Tigan, marking a perimeter for the fight. Drass stomps forward, confident his bulk and weight make this a foregone conclusion.

We circle, searching for an opening. Once committed to the fight my anger melts away, leaving a clear space to focus. As the attunement becomes clear and sharp the movements of my opponent seem to slow. I focus on the energy-swirls around his limbs betraying his intended direction of attack, making it easy to stay one second ahead of him.

One thing you learn fast in Irithen is how to disguise your energy-line. Impossible to render it invisible to a well-trained opponent but there are tricks to make the direction confusing. Drass relies on size and powerful muscles to get by.

It has made him lazy on technique––

He lunges and I sidestep to trip him. He falls heavily and I watch his temper strain tighter than a rift-windstorm. This is too easy. I could dance around his uncoordinated imitation of a Kareshi bull rhino all day until he simply drops with exhaustion. 

That is all I want. Force him to look clumsy and stupid in front of the others. I catch Safrael’s anxious glance. Thumping Drass would embarrass him and Jian even more than I have already, playing into the wild reputation waiting for Irithenis before we even register with the faculty. I give him what I hope is a reassuring nod before turning my attention back to Drass.

Then I feel it again. The fracture in the resonance, my field of vision dipping out just as I focus on his energy matrix, poised for the next attack. 

I stop dead. Suddenly Drass doesn’t matter. This time, I am not perched halfway up a cliff and I am determined to focus on exactly what this damn discord thing is, wrecking my hopes of making it as a Webdancer.

Yes, it’s getting clearer–– 

And then the solid lump of Drass’ fist slams into the side of my head.

*
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“ALISSA? YOU ALL RIGHT?” 

Tigan is bending over me and everything hurts.

“Tig? Where are we?” 

I can’t see anything but green leaves and blue sky.

“Blue Rock swimming hole. You’re a mess. We need to get you cleaned up before we arrive back on campus or they’ll know you’ve been fighting again. Anyhow, we’re all too hot.”

I scramble painfully to my feet. Swimming sounds like a good idea. Drass has disappeared, leaving only Safrael and Jian with us, already stripping off sweaty clothes. I throw off the crumpled silk tunic and leggings and jump in, enjoying the cool wetness on bruised skin, clear river-water rippling in the deep green shadows of the rock basin. Then the others are in here with me, laughing and splashing and I can almost forget my hot red anger at Drass’ stupid insults and the focus-glitch that lost the fight for me.

Almost, but as usual, not quite. I scramble out of the water and lie on the grass, waiting for the aches to ease. They don’t. Tigan tosses my clothes over.

“Come on, you can bet Maret will give us extra written work to fill the time we didn’t use in the desert. May as well get on with it.” 

He looks surprised when I don’t argue with his common-sense like I usually do. I pull clothes over wet skin, noticing that his longing appraisal of my body hasn’t changed even though our relationship has. The high levels of body-awareness we need for navigating, sparring, riding, and the rest of our training leaves Pangaeans comfortable with being naked––and I appreciate a bit of admiration to counteract the day’s damage to my confidence. 

Back on campus, Tigan leads my horse to the stables for me and I follow twisting paths through clusters of flowering trees to the scattered student domehouses. 

I glance at my holo-vis. No assignment waiting from Maret. Odd. He is usually all too prompt at delivering extra work before we get our own ideas about unscheduled free time. I pause to check the mirror in case my river clean-up was less efficient than I hoped.

Hmm. Unusual green eyes, one nicely blackened. Typical Iritheni chaotic sunbleached hair, good imitation of a bird’s nest. 

Can’t find the comb in the muddle on my table so I rake the light-and-dark tangle back with hurried fingers, then run the scope-healer tingling over the bruises on my face until they start to fade. 

If I work at home today, they’ll be gone before anyone notices––

The sentinels’ shrill squeaking splits the air like cracked glass. 

Ugh. Thanks for the restful sounds Shani! Still, if that’s Maret on his way with an update it might be better if he didn’t spot the brew-pots. 

Dammit, no time to move the pots back to their spot out of sight of the doorway. I nip outside, guessing there is no time to move the hover-seats further from the door either––and my visitor is round the corner just as I drop into one of them and snatch up my holo-vis, trying to look studious. 

But it isn’t Maret. Hannik is walking briskly down the path, sand-robe bundled under her arm, sweaty mossgreen riding clothes sticking to her shoulders. 

Two visits in one day? Something’s up. 

I scramble to my feet, wondering frantically if she has already found out about the fight. Before I have a chance to speak she waves me to sit, brusque efficiency at full impact this time.

“Alissa, I think you have seen something in the web. A disturbance. I just got back from the desert-cliffs, a little further on from the training area.”

“You felt it?” 

At last! Someone else has experienced this. Maybe I should tell her about the weird frequency we discovered in the desert?

Hannik’s brow furrows, her voice softening, full of concern. “Yes. I felt it, for the first time. Did you know what you were sensing in your attunement?”

I search for words. “Not really. Unease. Shadows. Fear. A discord within the harmony. Nothing I could put into words or images... or translate quickly into a course of action beyond just stopping. Partway down.”

“What about on the smaller practice grounds? Where it’s supposed to be safe?”

I hesitate. “The prof was getting really exercised about how we had all been partying too much. Why we were having such spectacular crashes.”

“And?” Hannik raises a quizzical eyebrow. The bubbling pots are embarrassingly evident through the open door.

“Erm, well, we had. So the others weren’t surprised when it looked like we were getting our just rewards so to speak. I was the only one certain the wobbles in the wave-form were more than just the tail of the hangover.” I try to sound responsible and cautious. “Why doesn’t the university ban alcohol if it does that?”

Hannik’s dry irony takes over. To my enormous relief. 

“They tried it. Didn’t work. More bootleg stuff around than when it was legit. In the end the academic council decided to let students work out for themselves the point at which it could get them killed. Hopefully before it actually did.”

“Hm. So I guess no more booze while this whatever-it-is gets sorted.” I glance at my beautiful brewing pots with a wry face. Then hastily correct myself, remembering who I’m with. 

“Forgive my manners, Webdancer.”

But Hannik is too absorbed to notice. We sit with it in silence for a long time, deep blue olifrae-scent filling the quiet space around us. At last she speaks and there is a sadness to it I don’t understand.

“Alissa, I have a feeling it’s not going to be as simple as that. It feels deep, and far-reaching. I couldn’t sense the extent of it. But it is serious. Maret’s caution is the obvious response, but where will it lead?”

I know from my own experience of skipping practice sessions how quickly the sensitivity diminishes. If Pangaeans were to hold back from using their lieth-focus, within a few years we would lose the skill and sensitivity for it altogether.

I try to imagine life without that deep empathy-based wave-connection and it just feels... Grey. Dead. Flat. 

“How would we live?” 

Hannik frowns. “Not well. If at all. We lose that deep communication, fail to re-balance the resonance, we could be back to historical harsh realities of crop failures and famines.”

The thought of everyone becoming blind and deaf to the wave feels terrifying, even worse than being the only one who can feel the discord in it.

Hannik watches me curiously. “Do you find it easy to blend in here as an Iritheni?” 

It feels like a huge relief to talk about something other than the end of everything I have ever relied on for survival. Hannik is good at lifting you out of gloomy places that threaten to freeze you into inertia. I laugh, a little nervously. 

“Not much chance when I look like this.” I wave a sinewy arm at her, trying not to think about the envious looks I so often give the smooth-faced Kareshi women with their water-plump rounded breasts and hips.

Hannik’s sympathy shifts to severe. “Alissa, don’t. You’re beautiful. Strong. Tough. Perfect for what is ahead of you.”

“That sounds ominous. What––”

She silences me with an imperative wave of the hand. 

“You come from the deep desert, you grew up in that matrix and you’re well ahead of me at sensing disturbances.”

“I don’t understand. I have another year of study...”

“Alissa, your resonance sensitivity is sharper than anyone I know and we’re going to need your desert expertise.” She ignores the way I am staring at her open mouthed. “Welcome to the team I shall be putting together over the next few days.”

“Wh––”

“You’re taking a sabbatical until this is ‘sorted’, as you so concisely put it.” She gets to her feet. “Be ready to leave in the morning.”

I walk her to the end of the path, trying to make sense of this abrupt end to my studies. 

Will I be working alongside other Webdancers? How long will it take to do this? Have I found someone I can trust to help solve what happened in the desert––

A stab of white-hot pain lances through my body, blotting out thought and movement. I give a low moan and stumble. Hannik catches my arm before I fall.

“What is it?”

“Maret!” I struggle for breath, gasping his name, frantically waving her away. “Go! I’ll be fine. Find him!”

Hannik senses the urgency and runs between the clusters of spacious connected domes to the tallest one that forms the main university hall. 

The pain fades with a rapidity that feels somehow unnatural and the strangeness of it compels me to follow her.

The campus is a relaxed spread-out affair, scattered pale green domes and broad grass paths meandering through the shrubbery, for students and teachers to have walking tutorials or find secluded leafy spaces to practice their attunements. 

When it comes to running flat out trying to get somewhere in a hurry, it is downright frustrating.

I catch up with Hannik outside Maret’s office near the main hall. The door is slightly ajar. Now I can feel for certain something horrible happened in that room even before I follow her through the doorway and see the elderly professor lying framed in a dark circle of blood pooling on the floor. 

Hannik holds me back. 

“He’s dead. In the last few minutes.”

I run back into the atrium, trying to sense where the murderer went. Classes finished an hour before and all is quiet. I would hear footsteps if there were any. 

Too late.

I get back to the office, breathless from shock more than exertion. Hannik kneels by Maret’s body and points to the neat stab wound in his side, thrusting upwards to the heart.

“Professional assassin.”

My brain isn’t keeping up. “What?” 

Irithen has always been home to plenty of fights but mostly posturing and show, out in the open. This sly, secretive technique is rare in the oasis-cities. 

Even the attempt to cover up that disruptive frequency in the desert just used a clumsy gang of sand-rats. But now they’re sending professional assassins?

Hannik is busy rummaging through the untidy piles of memory capsules and papers on the desk. Maret has a reputation for being a terrible hoarder and a chaotic one at that, but I have sat through enough of his tutorials to have gained a few insights into his pet muddle. It is rather similar to my own. 

The assassin had not delayed to search through the jumble for my teacher’s holo-vis and after a few minutes I discover it under a heap of books. Maret always professed a particular liking for the antique paper style.

I scroll to his message page and hastily glance through two short messages and one reply, Hannik reading over my shoulder. I look at the source address for the reply and freeze.

“Deron? First Minister to the President? What is going on here?”

“Out.” Hannik grabs my shoulders and pushes me through the door.

“But Maret––”

“Dead and you’ll be next if we don’t move fast.”

I run across the grass with her. “Where––?”

“Where’s your holo-vis?”

“At home. Why?”

“We’d better take it. They find it, your friends could be in danger. No messaging, not even campus security. They’ll find Maret soon enough.”

Hannik stays by the door watching for intruders while I throw a few things in a bag with my holo and dash outside again. Hannik pushes me ahead of her.

“Horses. We go to my place. Maret didn’t mention my name but they’ll soon work it out. We keep it brief.”

I use one of my shrubbery-shortcuts, hoping it will throw off whoever might be on our tail. We almost reach the stables when the assassin strikes, moving like a dark shadow from the trees with deadly efficiency, a blur of movement as his blade flashes in my peripheral vision. 

No time to focus on energy-direction. I twist and roll clear, kicking out at the side of his knee as I move, snapping the ligament. He stumbles with a grunt of pain, then recovers his stride and comes at me again. 

That injury should have stopped him! 

I scramble to my feet and dance out of his reach, trying to work out what kind of fighter this is. My hunting knife is already in my hand but I’m wary of attacking until I know just how indestructible the rest of him might be. 

.

End of Preview

.

You can get Webdancer now, just follow the links! 
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