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Chapter 1


          

          
            Desert

          

        

      

    

    
      Chilly wind blew across the dry ground, stirring sand and tiny pebbles. It made a rasping, rushing sound almost like water—in an area that hadn’t seen rain fall in over six months. The rocks and plants showed the effect of that constant wind in their shapes—plants leaning, literally clinging to the ground with their roots like desperate fingers seeking purchase. The rocks twisted in curved, sand-blasted shapes, softer minerals eroding faster to leave pockets and holes that served has shelter for snakes, insects, spiders, and the tiny desert mice that skipped around seeking food each morning. For a person, alone, afoot, with worn boots and a thin silvery thermal cloak over her flight suit, the environment could mean a rapid death by any number of methods. Petra knew the dangers. She carried her parachute still, bundled back into its pack. A small utility kit held a versatile survival knife, flints, a lighter, a silicone foldable bowl, cup, a small solar-electric hot plate, and a light canteen. Light because it didn’t contain any water. That had to be her primary objective. Find water.

      Petra licked dry lips beneath the mask she wore over nose and mouth. It was meant to filter out incoming particles, capture any water vapor from the air or her exhalations, and condense it into tiny throat bladders on each side of her neck. Finding water was the primary objective right now, but minimizing water loss was a close second. Then shelter from the intense daylight sun which wasn’t far off. The sky to the east was getting brighter. After all of that, food was next on the list. Although, food had the potential to help with the water situation.

      This desert—Petra wasn’t even sure where it was—lacked cactus or other plants that she would have recognized as potential water reserves. Everything here appeared woody, dry, and short. Sun-bleached, papery remains twisted into tortured curves by the wind. She lacked any direction-finding aides like a compass or GPS. The objective wasn’t to escape from the desert (if that was even possible). She only had to survive for a week. Dehydration in these conditions could kill her faster than that, but she had to assume that the agency wouldn’t let it go that far. If she had to be rescued, though, her career wouldn’t be resuscitated. She’d be washed out of the program. That’d mean life back on the streets, no healthcare, nothing except her wits to keep her alive.

      A lot like now. Petra grinned beneath the mask. She’d been surviving on her own since she was eight years old. Longer, really, given how useful her mother had been. But hell, Mom, you gave me that many years at least. I learned right away what I had to do to survive.

      The ground had been rising for the past half-kilometer. Slow, an easy grade, but uphill. It might be the wrong direction to find water, but she wanted a lay of the land. It looked flat, but she knew that was deceptive. It was wrinkly, with folds that could hide water or provide shelter. She’d barely seen it from above, parachuting into the dark. That was part of the test, to avoid giving them any information. Knowing what was around her was key to everything. You had to work with what you had at hand to survive. She couldn’t afford to travel far under these conditions. The expenditure would be too great in calories and water. Striking out blindly was a bad gamble.

      Petra watched her footing. A misstep could break an ankle. Or she could get bit by a poisonous snake. Her boots and flight suit provided good protection. They were tough. The view stretched out to the horizon. It didn’t look that far away, but with the air this clear, distances were likely deceptive. Despite the chill in the wind, heat rippled the view into mirages of water off to the east as light spread across the ground. She shielded her eyes from the glare, then turned her attention back close to hand. She pulled the silvery thermal blanket around her shoulders and kept walking, scanning the area near at hand, climbing higher up the rise.

      Then there was no more rise. Every step ahead went down. She’d reached the apex of this small rise—a sinuous ridge, she saw now—stretching off irregularly north and south. A wrinkle in the earth. Part rock, part sand, with sparse cover of the papery dry plants.

      In the east the sun had risen above the horizon. It was painfully bright, the heat on her bare hands like that of a flare grenade. She put her back to it, pulling the thermal blanket up over her head.

      It was only sunrise and already she felt the rise in the temperature, even through the blanket.

      At nine years old, her mother gone, Petra had survived food scarcity, safety scarcity, and shelter scarcity. She’d been like one of the big black rats that lived in countless numbers in the city. A tiny thing, avoiding being seen. Scavenging where possible. Always prey to others. Fighting when there was no other choice. She had teeth, fingers, and strong, wiry muscles. She learned early that she didn’t have to be the strongest—only the one with the most drive in a fight.

      This place didn’t care about any of that. It was possible there were things out here that would see her as prey, but she doubted it. The small things—like she’d been—they could be hazards. Poisonous snakes and bugs. She’d been in their place and didn’t blame them for using the weapons they had available to them.

      The rise didn’t offer shelter. It was barely a rise. She looked out, studying the terrain, seeking areas of deeper shadows. It looked mostly flat, but that was an illusion. Nothing is flat. Flat things break and crack apart. They bend. Erosion deepens the cracks and carves them deeper.

      She searched for areas with more of the papery plant husks. Thicker growth that could indicate water closer to the surface. Cover was sparse. None of the plants big enough to provide shade against the sun.

      Though her back was to the sun, the glare off the sand and rock increased around her. She didn’t have sunglasses or anything like snow goggles. The thermal blanket provided cover for her head. It left the backs of her calves exposed to the early morning rays and even through her heat-resistant flight suit, it felt like standing near an open flame.

      Staying here wasn’t an option. She started walking down the slope to the west. As small as the rise was, it cut off the shallow rays for the moment. The slope wasn’t hit yet with direct sunlight and the intensity of the heat on the back of her legs decreased as she went down the gentle slope. The relief only lasted moments. Then she was out away from the rise and the sun had risen enough that even the shallow angle of the rising sun was enough to reach past it to bathe her again in the heat.

      If this was the heat immediately from the sun rising above the horizon, what was it going to be like in an hour? Four hours?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Rising

          

        

      

    

    
      Heat mirages rippled the ground ahead of Petra’s steps. The reflective blanket shielded her from some of the direct heat from the sun, but it couldn’t cover her legs if she had it over her head. It didn’t cool the baked air. Sweat bled from her pores and evaporated into the dry air, lost moisture. She was trapped in a dehydrator or high. At this rate, she wouldn’t last the day. The heat and sun would sap her water and her strength. Each breath already felt like inhaling hot air from an oven. Dust clung to her exposed skin and coated her tongue. The rapid temperature change had driven an increase in the wind speed, blowing dust and sand into the air. Dust devils spun energetically around her across the ground. It rattled through the papery plants.
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