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Chapter One


Ash and Orm stepped out onto the platform and the carriage doors swished shut behind them. A gust of wind blew over them as the carriage disappeared through the tunnel at the end of the platform.

“You didn't dream of your parents this time, did you?”

“How did you know?” Ash's astonishment showed in her voice.

“You had no nightmares. You hardly moved at all while you slept.”

“Maybe I didn't have bad dreams because we're getting nearer to where my parents are.”

“Don't get your hopes up. There's still one more place to search after this one.”

“Orm, before we find the map, I want to say sorry for the way I snapped at you on Banneret.” A blush rose up Ash’s face, and she lowered her head.

“There’s no need to apologise, Ash.” Orm put his finger under her chin and lifted her face until her eyes, sparkling with tears, were looking at him. “I understand it was traumatic for you. You didn’t know who you were and where your magic had gone. You didn’t even remember you’d had magic. Then I come along and try to boss you around. It’s me who should apologise, not you.”

“No, the fault was mine. I know you were only trying to protect me, but it seemed as if you were taking away my ability to decide my actions.”

“You’re right, I was trying to protect you. I care for you so much.” Orm reached out and touched her arm. “Are we all right now?”

“Yes, Orm. We’re fine. My annoyance came mainly because I didn’t remember you. When my memory returned I knew exactly why you acted that way.” Ash stood on tiptoe and brushed Orm’s brown hair from his forehead. “I love you too, and yes, we are all right. Everything is back to normal.”

Ash placed her hands on his shoulders, and her lips found his. He pulled her into his arms and their kiss lasted for several minutes, then he placed one arm around her shoulder and smiled down at her.

“Right. Time to get on with the search for your parents. Let's find the map. I think it's in the alcove over there.”

He led her to the archway at the end of the platform.

“It says this place is ManTech.” Ash pointed to the map. “It has a cone shape with stabs of lightning coming out the top. Wonder what it means.”

“It doesn’t matter what it means. Look above the map.”

Orm pointed to three red tiles lined up along the top of the map. Each one had a warning written in white letters.

“What do they say?”


DANGER

Do not teleport to the surface.

Please continue to the next stop

Without visiting ManTech

DANGER



“All three say the same thing. What do you think we should do?”

“I suppose we should carry on to the next stop.” Ash reached out and stroked the nearest sign and ended up with dusty fingerprints. “It looks as if these signs have been there for some time. Perhaps they’re out of date.”

“I think we should obey them.”

“How about we do the test to make sure the landing area is clear? Then we can decide if we want to go up.”

“Good idea.”

Ash stretched her mind up into the spire she knew would be above them. They'd always landed in the basement of the spires when they teleported up from the carriageway. Instead of the usual round area waiting to be checked, her mind found nothing. She frowned, then a telepathic warning slammed into her mind, driving her to her knees.

“Ash, are you all right?” Orm flung himself down beside her and pulled her into his arms. “What happened?”

“I guess I got the answer to whether or not it’s safe to go up. It’s definitely not safe. A powerful message cannoned into my mind. It said ‘Danger! Danger! The area above this platform is hostile to our people. Teleportation is blocked for this continent, please continue on your journey and do not travel to the continent of ManTech by any means’.

“Well, that’s clear. I presume only a telepath could hear that message.”

Ash nodded, her silver and purple hair flying around her face.

“Before the message hit me I knew something wasn’t right.” She looked up at Orm. “There's nothing there. No circle, no walls, nothing. It's like a blank area.”

“Do you think the spire above has been destroyed? Maybe another explosion like the one in the North Spire at home.”

“It's possible, but I would have thought something would remain.” She stood in thought for some moments, then fear and irritation pass through her mind. “Do you think the message could be to put us off finding my people's home?”

“No, I don't think that's the case. The words 'hostile to our people' must mean hostile to your people. As far as we've been able to tell, they built the carriageway and are the only ones who know of its existence. Even if they don't appear to use it themselves anymore.”

“We'll have to carry on to the next stop, won't we?”

Orm stepped up to the map and traced his finger along the line from ManTech to the next station on the carriageway.

“The next stop is Sanctuary and it’s the last one. I wonder what it’s giving sanctuary to and from what?” Ash turned to look at the dark mouth of the tunnel. “Sounds like the carriage is coming.”

“I don’t think so.” Orm frowned. “That noise is coming from above.”

Everything around them shook violently and small pebbles from the ceiling dropped onto the platform. A rumble which became louder and louder accompanied the vibration.

“What’s causing this?” Her voice shook, and her eyes were wide and afraid as she reached out for Orm.

“I don’t know. Get ready to dash for the carriage when it arrives.”

They sheltered in the map alcove while they waited for the carriage. The noise and vibrations lasted for a few more moments and then died out. Shortly afterwards they heard the carriage coming through the tunnel and hurried to stand on the platform. The doors had barely opened when they dashed in and waited breathlessly for them to close behind them.

Another rumble and tremor shook the platform as the carriage entered the tunnel, but the noise faded away as they sped up and hurtled into the darkness.









Chapter Two


“What do you think happened back there?”

Orm shrugged. “I have no idea. It’s probably got something to do with your people’s warning and why you couldn’t sense anything on the surface. Maybe the entire land above is collapsing. It means is your parents didn’t come from there, or if they did, they’re no longer there.”

“How can you be sure? It might all be a ruse to stop people finding them.”

“I suppose it’s possibly a ruse, but I don’t think so. It’s more likely the whole place above ground is dangerous. Don’t forget your people would be the ones coming up, why warn travellers of the danger if it’s only going to be your own people?”

Ash had to agree his words made sense. Her disappointment at not being able to see the place called ManTech gradually changed to excitement.

The next station was the last on the line and according to the map was Sanctuary. After this long journey, would she at last meet with the parents who’d lost her when she was two years old? Her magic had been far stronger than the other pupils at Spires College, but she wondered if the people of Sanctuary were more advanced again.

She’d met a few people with her colour hair on her travels, but none of them appeared to know more than she did about her people’s origin. Did this mean her silver and purple hair was an anomaly? Ash shook herself. The previous distance between stations had been approximately the same, so presumably an equal amount of time would pass before they reached Sanctuary. She hoped it would soon reveal the answers to all her questions about her past.

 

****

 

Several hours later the carriage pulled in to the Sanctuary station. It looked no different to the other stations they’d visited. Dusty, plain with an alcove at one end. Ash and Orm had alighted from the carriage and stood on the platform.

“Do you think the carriage stays here?” Ash tried to see if the tunnel went further, but the carriage was in the way.

“No, it would have to move to let the ones behind it come into the platform. It might stay here longer as it’s the end of the line.”

As if to prove him wrong, the doors closed and the carriage moved off. Ash could now see the tunnel continued and as she watched the vehicle disappeared and metal doors clanged shut behind it, cutting off the tunnel from the station.

“I guess that answers your question.” Orm held out his hand. “Let’s go see where the teleport takes us this time.”

Hand in hand, they wandered over to the map alcove.

“Look. There’s a big red cross through ManTech. I wonder what’s going on over there.”

“Don’t know, but for once I’d be happy not to have to help others sort out their mess.” Orm grinned at her. “Hopefully your people will welcome us and answer all your questions.”

Ash nodded in agreement, then turned to look at the map.

“Sanctuary is a green circle with nothing in it. How strange. All the others had things like lightning strikes or a castle. Why isn’t there anything here?”

“Maybe there’s nothing there. I think you’d better check and teleport us this time. Your reflexes are quicker than mine and if we have to move on quickly, you’ll react in time to save us.”

Ash sent her mind out to the levels above them. She frowned.

“There doesn’t seem to be a spire up there, only a circle of stone. I’ll take us there and then we can decide what to do.”

Orm caught Ash’s hand in his and they vanished.

 

****

 

“You were right, no spire.” Orm turned round in a circle so he could see what the landscape was like.

They stood in a grassy circle surrounded by a low stone wall. Outside the wall the land sloped down to a marshy area and several animal noises echoed through the air.

“This is definitely the last stop on the carriageway, isn’t it?” Ash frowned at Orm. “This doesn’t look at all what I imagined my original home to look like.”

“I have to admit I thought there would be houses, or at least spires like the ones on Homa.” Orm looked down the slope. “The marsh appears to stretch for quite a way and then there are trees. It’s difficult to tell what’s beyond them.”

“I suppose we’d better see what’s out there.” Ash didn’t accompany her words with any movement, but Orm took hold of her hand and with a grin pulled her over the low stone wall.

“Come on, let’s get started. It looks like early morning, so we need to get through the marsh before night falls. I don’t think we should teleport until we see what this place is like.”

Ash could see the sense in his words and hand in hand they descended the hill and entered the marshland. They passed the outer limits and were immediately attacked by bugs who appeared eager to suck their blood. Luckily their magic provided them with shielding and clothing, so they stopped and cast a few spells. Within moments they both wore lightweight long-sleeved tunics and trousers and hoods covered their heads. The front of the hoods stuck out in beyond their faces giving them some protection from the flying pests while still allowing them to see. Now they could forge a path through the plants and boggy earth.

“Orm, how do we know we’re going the right way? Ugh!” Ash wiped the back of her hand across her lips and spat out the bugs that had entered her mouth when she spoke.

He put his hand across his mouth and shook his head and she took this as a sign not to speak. With a nod she plodded onward. They’d gone a fair distance into the marshland and now their trousers were caked in wet, sloppy, mud. This made moving a lot more difficult as the mud made their legs extremely heavy so walking became more a case of dragging their feet than taking an actual step.

“What’s that noise?” Ash had forgotten to cover her mouth and spent the next few seconds spitting out the intruders that dived inside. When she’d finished cleaning her mouth out, Orm held up his hand for silence and they both listened to see if they could hear the noise which had alerted Ash.

At first all they could hear was the whirring noise of the insects and the rustle of small rodents hurrying through the marsh grass.

Ash shivered as the muddy ground sucked at her feet. She froze.

“Orm, something long and slimy brushed against my leg.”

“We need to be a bit more careful in strange lands,” he replied. “We should have set our protective spells to be overall instead of just part of us. Better do it now.”

Both of them quickly reset their spells to keep them safe from anything trying to attack them. The mud around her legs swirled and belched enormous bubbles to the surface. One bubble popped and a long sinewy rope covered in scales thrashed once or twice, then sank beneath the surface again.

“What was that?” Ash still stared at the spot the scaled rope had disappeared.

“It looked like the snakes we get in our part of Homa, but they don’t live in water. Perhaps it’s the equivalent of this land. Let’s get out of here.”

Ash started to move on when Orm reached out and grabbed her arm, holding her in place. The sound of large feet descending into the mud, followed by a sucking noise as the leg was pulled out and the creature making the noise moved forward. Toward them! At the same time Ash could hear a swooshing sound as if something brushed the ground.

“Do we move out of the way?” Ash whispered the question once, then a second time. Orm didn’t hear her the first time as she’d placed her hand in front of her mouth to stop the bugs from entering.

Before Orm could answer her a creature which looked like a log with scales on, thrashed through the bushes a short distance in front of them. Its long snout swung in their direction and it turned on short stubby legs, making the thudding, sucking sound they’d heard as it struggled against the mud. At one end a long tail brushed the shrubs to one side and at the other a mouth opened to show a horrific range of sharp teeth. Ash thought the creature looked like it was laughing, but instead of an evil laugh a large roar erupted from the mouth and the stubby legs propelled it forward at amazing speed.









Chapter Three


Ash wasn’t aware she’d moved as her instincts took over. A flick of her hand and her magic grabbed a stout stick on the ground. She sent this flying toward the creature and the stick rammed itself into the open mouth, preventing the sharp teeth from snapping shut.

“Let’s get out of here before it dislodges the stick.”

Orm grabbed her arm and dragged her after him as he waded and splashed through the muddy water. Their surging path disturbed even more bugs and by the time they stopped for breath there were clouds of biting midges around each of their faces.

“Protective shields.” Orm spluttered and Ash realised they’d forgotten to keep their spell active due to the alarm the creature had caused.

They both quickly set their protective shields to cover their entire bodies and the midges instantly disappeared.

“We’ll have to make sure we keep the shields up. Anything could attack us in this marshy land.” Ash grinned at Orm. “Silly us. We weren’t thinking straight when that beast began his attack. Not sure it would have protected us against anything so big though.”

“Probably not. Let’s keep going in case it follows us.”

They trudged on, and an hour later they saw another of the scaled beasts. Luckily this one didn’t sense them and as they watched, it slid into the water, its tail swinging from side to side as it disappeared beneath the surface.

They had been trudging along for another hour when Ash thumped her foot against the ground. The foot remained on the ground instead of sinking into a mire.

“Do you think the ground is getting firmer?”

“I think you’re right.” Orm pointed to where trees towered over the marsh. “Looks as if we’ve made it to the edge.”

They hurried forward and within moments had reached the trees. The ground was definitely firmer here, but the sun had begun to set behind the leafy canopy and they had to decide to either carry on or settle down for the night.

“I feel exhausted, but don’t feel easy about resting under these trees. We don’t know what’s hiding in their leafy canopy.”

“True,” Orm agreed. “Let’s go on for a little longer. If we haven’t reached the firm ground by the time the sun stops showing through the trees, then we’ll stop and one of us will keep watch while the other sleeps. Halfway through the night we’ll swap over.”

Ash nodded and they moved ahead again. Their steps got slower and slower as tiredness overcame them.

“It’s no good.” Ash collapsed to the ground and leaned against a tree. “I can’t go any further. Can we stop here?”

Orm nodded and sat down beside her. “You sleep first. I’ll wake you later to take over.”

The rest of his words faded as Ash’s eyes were so heavy she drifted off to sleep.

“Ash. Wake up. It’s time for you to take over.”

She struggled to open her eyes. At first Ash wondered what had happened as she couldn’t see a thing, but then her eyes got used to the darkness and she saw Orm’s face hovering over her.

“I’m awake.” She struggled to sit up. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, all’s fine. I’ve got to the stage where I’m falling asleep on my feet.”

“You settle down, I’ll take over.” Ash stood and stretched her arms above her head, but when she turned to speak to Orm he had already curled up on the ground and his gentle snores showed he’d already fallen asleep.

All around them silence showed no sign of danger. At first vigilant about keeping watch, Ash soon became bored. Not wanting to sit down in case she fell asleep, she leaned against a tree and folded her arms. Her thoughts switched to what was ahead of them. Would they really find her parents in this strange land? If they didn’t then where would their search lead them? Sanctuary was the end of carriageway so they would need to find another way of carrying on, but the map didn’t show any further places to go.

The sound of snapping twigs interrupted her musings, making her look closely at the surrounding area. Trees grew close together and although she could see immediately in front of her, the further away she looked, the more indistinct the view became. Ash stiffened as she saw a large shadow passing through the trees. It was too far away to see exactly what caused the shadow. She thought about waking Orm, but if she moved she might alert whatever it was to their presence. When the shadow moved out of her view and noise of snapping twigs and rustling shrubs diminished, Ash realised she had been holding her breath and standing perfectly still.

Her breath came out in a rush, allowing her body to relax. She took one more look to ensure the shadow had gone before turning to Orm.

“Wake up!” Ash shook his shoulders and a drowsy Orm struggled to open his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” His voice was slurred with sleep, but then his eyes cleared as he noticed where they were.

“Something was out there,” Ash told him. “It’s gone now, but I think we should move on.”

“What sort of something?” Orm stood and shrugged his arms into his backpack before turning to Ash. “Big? Small?”

“Big and shadowy. I couldn’t see it properly because of the trees, but it was huge and trudged along instead of walking briskly.”

“We’d best avoid the direction the shadow was heading.”

Orm walked forward, heading for the exact place Ash had seen the figure. This made sense to Ash. The shadow had moved toward their left, so it would be safe to walk through where it had been. It didn’t seem likely it would return so they should be safe.

They fought their way through the foliage for hours with no sign of the creature and as they stopped to rest Orm stared at the trees surrounding them.

“I think the trees are thinning out.”

Ash looked around for a few moments before replying. “Yes, you’re right. There’s more light coming between the trunks. Maybe we’re almost there.”

The thought they might be about to escape the claustrophobic woodlands drew them to their feet and persuaded them to carry on. Unfortunately, they were not as close to the edge of the trees as they thought and another two hours passed before they broke free of the woodlands. Orm led the way and when he stopped abruptly, Ash bumped into him.

“What’s wrong?” Ash tried to see round Orm, but he stood solidly in front of her, unaware of her attempts to push him out of the way.

When she got past him her jaw dropped in astonishment. The trees didn’t gradually die out, it was as if someone had drawn a line across which they dared not cross. This was not what astonished Ash, it was the vista on the other side that her brain refused to believe.

Sand stretched from the edge of the trees to the horizon. The part nearest them was flat, but as she looked into the distance Ash could see hills of sand rising and falling in uneven regularity.

“I’ve never seen so much sand in one place.” Her eyes widened with awe.

“I’ve read about this, but never seen it.” Orm took a step out into the sand and dipped his hand in, then let the silver grit trickle through his fingers. “The book I read surmised there must be areas where nothing grew. They called it a desert. Nothing grows in a desert because there are no nutrients in the sand and lack of trees and plants means no weather patterns emerge, except for strong winds that come from the surrounding lands.”

“Does this mean there’s no water?” Ash frowned as Orm nodded. “How are we going to get across this if we can’t refill our water bottles?” Ash pulled out her canteen of water and shook it. “I’ve got about half a bottle, we’ll have to go back into the trees and find a water source to fill up before we even attempt to cross the sand. At least we won’t have any gigantic beasts obstructing us.”

“It’s not the large ones we have to worry about. The book said something about biting and stabbing insects and things that look like lobsters who can launch a fatal sting from their tails.”

“Let’s fill up with water first, then we can think about the best sort of protective spell for those types of insects.”

It was easy to find water in the woodlands. Ash and Orm filled not only their canteens but every other canister they had that would hold water. Then they returned to the edge of the desert.

“I think we should rest, then start out fresh in the morning.”

Orm lowered himself to ground and leaned against a tree. Ash stayed on her feet, staring out over the desert. The sun had dipped toward the horizon, allowing the hills to cast shadows on the sand.

“It might be better if we travelled at night. The temperature will be lower which means we wouldn’t get so dehydrated and the water will last longer.” She looked down at Orm to see his reaction.

After a few moments he looked up at her then struggled to his feet. “You’re right. Hopefully, the desert isn’t as big as it seems.”

After several hours trudging through the sands, struggling to keep on their feet in the soft grit, their hopes about the size of the desert faded.

“This goes on forever.” Ash looked at the horizon with the land in between covered in sand. “We’ll never get out of here.”

“Don’t give up, it has to end eventually.”

“It doesn’t look like it ends soon, I suggest we find somewhere to shelter from the sun and rest during the heat of the day.” Ash glanced around and saw one of the small hills a little way off to the right. “Over there. We can shelter in the shadow thrown by the hill.”

They settled side by side and an exhausted Ash immediately fell asleep. She woke to find the sun had passed its zenith and now headed toward the twilight horizon. Orm still slept so she rose and stretched her arms. After a sip of water she bent to rouse Orm, but as she shook him a black, armoured creature slid from the sleeve of his tunic and scuttled off into the sand. Once she was sure it had gone, Ash returned her attention to Orm. Her eyes narrowed as she saw a swelling growing where the creature had been. She reached to shake Orm awake when she noticed his face was flushed and sweat had formed on his forehead.

Ash reached out and her hand found he was blazing with fever. Despair overcame her. What could she do? They were in the middle of the desert without help and very little shelter, and her soulmate had received what was probably a fatal attack from a stinging creature.

“First things first. I must get his temperature down,” Ash muttered to herself.

With a drop of their precious water, Ash moistened a cloth to wipe Orm’s forehead. He moaned as she touched him and thrashed from side to side. Ash looked at him helplessly, then determination took over.

If I’m going to remove the creature’s poison from his system, I need him to keep still or there could be tragic consequences.

Ash took a deep breath and reached out with her mind. If she could stop the poison’s spread it should bring his temperature down. Orm twitched and thrashed as she hurried to block the poison from spreading any further. Her ministrations would stop the fever getting worse, but not enough to keep Orm still. Ash had only one alternative left, but it could be dangerous if she got it wrong.

Slowly and carefully she sent a tendril into his mind, and when she found the appropriate part of his brain, she zapped him with a bolt of magic. Orm jerked into the air, then fell back to the ground – unconscious. Ash longed to sit and hold his hand, make sure he had suffered no side effects from her action, but she couldn’t wait. If she didn’t act now, the poison would invade his entire body and he would die.

Her mind returned to when she’d helped her best friend fight poison from an arrow which a bandit had shot into her shoulder. Ash slipped a magic tendril into the swelling of the creature’s bite and found the black rope of poison sliding sinuously up his arm. Her tendril followed it until she found where the end wriggled to get further into Orm’s body. With a slap of magic, Ash pushed it back along the route it had taken to reach this point, then continued pushing, leaving no black specks behind. Nearing the point of entry, Ash attached a second tendril to the beginning of the poison rope and pulling at that end and pushing at the other, she slid the obnoxious black rope from Orm’s body. Grabbing an empty pot from her bag, she scooped the poison into it then slammed on the lid. A quick check of Orm’s arm did not show any sign of the blackness and she fused the skin around the wound, but she had no time to sigh with relief. She needed to take the block off Orm’s mind as quickly as possible.

The removal of the block only took a moment, then Ash sat back on her heels waiting for Orm to show signs of recovery. For long moments he lay there not moving and Ash’s hopes sank further and further.

Please, please don’t let me have damaged his brain.

She had no sooner thought this when Orm moaned and his head turned slowly from side to side. His hand came up and rubbed his temples, then reached down the arm to where Ash had fused the skin together to keep the inside of Orm’s arm clean. It also allowed the healing process to speed up.

“What happened?” Orm groaned. “Why do I feel so weak and exhausted?”

“You got bitten by one of those creatures you told me about. I had to knock you out to make you lay still while I got the poison out. How’s your head? Do you have a headache?”

“Only a small one.” Orm reached up and pulled her to him. He put his hands on either side of her head and his lips met hers. “Thank you, my love. Am I right in saying I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you?”

“Please don’t say that. You’re okay and that’s all that matters.”

Orm kissed her again, then looked up at the sky.

“I guess the sun’s only recently sunk below the horizon. We should get going while we have the benefit of the cool night.”

“Are you sure? Don’t you want to rest for tonight and tomorrow, then start again tomorrow night?”

“We can’t do that, Ash. We don’t have enough water to stay in one spot for too long.” She still looked doubtful about the validity of carrying on when Orm hadn’t recovered his strength. He took both her hands in his. “I give you my word to let you know if I have a problem.”

Ash nodded, reluctantly accepting Orm’s promise. They left the questionable safety of the hill and moved forward in the direction they had been heading before.

Ash kept glancing across at Orm to check the trek wasn’t taking too big a toll on him, but he seemed to be fine. Slower than usual, but fit enough to keep going.

The third day after Orm’s poisoning he lifted his hand to shade his eyes from the dawn.

“Ash. Am I seeing things or are there trees over there.” He pointed to the right.

At first Ash couldn’t see any difference in the landscape, but then a ripple crossed the sand, and she saw strange trees growing in a circle.

“I think they are trees, but I’ve seen nothing like it before. Shall we investigate?”

“Wait, I’m trying to recall what I read in the book. Something about pools of water with trees protecting them, but it also said it’s possible to see things that aren’t there. I believe they called them mirages.”

“We’re not going to find out what they are by standing looking at them.” Ash walked toward the strange sight and Orm followed.

The trees were further than they thought. It took them over an hour to reach it, but to her relief Ash found the trees surrounded a pond of clear water, exactly as in Orm’s book.

Neither of them threw themselves at the water. They had experienced too much on their travels to take things at face value. Orm waved Ash forward.

“I’d be happy if you’d check it out. I don’t feel strong enough to use too much magic.”

Ash nodded and stepped forward. She collected some water in a can, then spelled it to show any poison or hazardous substances. If it was harmful it would turn black, but the water stayed clear and sparkling. She grinned at Orm.

“All clear.”

“We would have missed this if the sun hadn’t been rising. Shall we stay here for the day, then carry on tonight?”

Ash nodded. The pool would provide them with plenty of water, but she knew they were running low on the food they’d brought from the land of the knights. Orm needed to rest after the last few days, so it would be beneficial for them to remain here.

They settled on the hard packed sand around the base of the trees. Each day they had checked for insects and creatures who might bite and they did the same now. Both lay back on the sand with their hands behind their heads.

“The trees will shade us from the heat and the sun.” Orm had allowed his shield to die so he could save his energy, and he swatted at a stray fly buzzing past.

“What’s that?” Ash stood up and pointed to where the tree and trunk met. Orm joined her. “It looks like very large nuts.”

Neither of them felt able to climb one of the trees as the trunks were straight with no branches sticking out on the sides until it reached the canopy. Orm cocked his head to one side and Ash sensed him casting a spell. One nut dropped from the tree and landed on the hard packed sand.

“It must be a very strong shell.” Ash stooped and took a closer look. “It looks like it has three eyes set in it.”

Orm picked up a sharp stick and poked at the eyes. At first nothing happened, then the stick went right through and a milky liquid spurted from the hole. Ash dipped her finger into the liquid and touched her tongue. She smiled.

“This is nice, Orm. You try it.”

The sweet drink made a pleasant change from tepid water. They collected another nut and had soon drunk the liquid contents of both. Ash, trying to discover if anything else hid inside the shell, pushed a bit too hard with her spell and the shell broke in two to reveal a soft white delicacy begging to be eaten. Orm broke off a piece and popped it into his mouth.

“I think we’ve found a source of food, Ash.”

Several nuts later, they sank back to the ground, sated with food and drink.

“You know, Orm. We really should have been a bit more careful. We tested the water but didn’t check the nut.” The only reply Ash received was a gentle snore from Orm and with a smile she lay down beside him and put her head on his chest to use as a pillow.

The sun peaked half of its body over the horizon when they woke. Neither had suffered any adverse effects from their feast of the morning, so they ate and drank more, filled their canteens and continued on their way. The stars lit their route until the sky lightened to welcome in the dawn.

“Orm, look!” Ash pointed toward the horizon. “I think we’ve reached the other side.”

Orm frowned at a smudge on the horizon.

“Maybe, but don’t get your hopes up. We need to get nearer before we can be sure it’s the other side and not one of those mirages.”

“Let’s keep going this morning instead of stopping when the sun comes up,” Ash suggested. “When we get closer we can decide if we want to stop or carry on.”

Ash longed to get out of this desert, even though she didn’t know what waited for them after the sand, but anything had to be better than the same landscape day after day. At times she wondered if they were going around in circles.

As the morning wore on the smudge separated into distinct images. Rocks formed a line at the edge of the sand, and trees stood sentinel behind them.

“I think you’re right, it is the edge of the desert.” Orm leaned across and kissed her cheek. “We made it, Ash.”

They kept going until they reached the rocks, then climbed over them and rested on the other side under the shade of the trees. It had taken longer than they thought to reach this point and they were exhausted. Orm suggested they stay here until the following morning, then carry on in the daylight to see what this unfamiliar landscape offered. Ash agreed. Now they were out of the desert it would be wonderful to rest with no urgency to keep going.
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