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The Shimmering City

From a distance the city was an ugly thing. It squatted atop the sheer cliffs of the mesa like a box fallen from a great height, rising high above the ever-shifting dunes of the endless desert. The immense surfaces of the encircling, misshapen walls bulged erratically, with the blockwork betraying the signs of frantic haste in their building as extension upon extension had been piled up in an attempt to finally keep the desert terrors from those sheltering within. But eventually it wasn’t the ludicrous height of the walls or the sheer cliffs of the mesa that saved the inhabitants. It was the flickering, shimmering magical light that enveloped the city. Asha knew that she was one of the few that could actually see it; that pale blue fire at the edge of vision so much like the Tihr’maysh, the sand-fire, that you can see on rare moonless nights as it dances in the gentle breeze on the crest of the shifting dunes. Most of those within the city would be unable to perceive the protection that they called P’anak’s Wing, although they knew the sheltering magic was there. They knew it because they were still alive.

Asha was looking across at a corner of the city, where the vast cliff-like face of the eastern wall joined with the front. From this angle she could not see the entrance to the city, but she could see much of the immense ramp leading up to it from the valley road below. From time to time the tiny ant-like silhouettes of guards appeared on the dizzying heights of the ramparts. The city itself was almost invisible as it hunkered behind the towering fortifications – a tiled roof here and there was all that it revealed. She knew from her mother that behind the walls the city defied its utilitarian external appearance, with broad boulevards lined with actual plants and a cleanliness and beauty that can only come from decades of prosperity.  Not that she had seen it for herself yet. She felt her heart gather pace as she anticipated the coming of dawn when the city gates would be thrown open and she could, at last, walk those streets and see if the stories that her mother and aunts had told her were real. The moment when she took her place amongst her sisters at the academy. But, along with the excitement, the old doubts remained. What if she didn’t measure up? Was she really worthy of the legacy of her mother, her aunt, her grandmother? Her great-great grandmother was one of the architects of the Wing; her mother one of the guardians of it before she returned to raise Asha. They were great women. Their magic was strong. Although it was rarely voiced, everyone expected so much of Asha. She did not know if she was capable of living up to their faith in her or even what that would look like.

Her chosen perch was at the top of an immense rocky outcrop whose sloping sides sprang out of the desert sands. Locally it was known as the Shoulder, or more correctly, the Shoulder of P’anak. P’anak, the dancer, was a mythical being, part man, part something else, his skin hard and burnished like scales. P’anak had gambolled across the land at the time of creation, dancing for the entertainment of the toiling gods. But, despite all his efforts, he was unable to move the celestial beings that he worked so hard to impress. Eventually he collapsed in despair, too exhausted to continue, and died amidst the dunes. It was said that the gods were so sad to witness his demise that they fled, leaving their creation incomplete. The world remained suffocated by the grains of crude sand that were to have been the building blocks of paradise. Alas the people, the Fesh, were left to eke out their existence on this rudimentary and shapeless canvas. The mesa upon which the city rested was purportedly P’anak’s upturned hand, raised to hold and shelter the Fesh in a last act of selfless love. Hence the city’s name Pehgah ou P’anak, P’anak’s shelter, or, as it was now commonly known, just Pehgah, shelter. Other rocky outcrops scattered far across the known desert were supposedly his foot, his back and his bottom. That last was always a source of merriment amongst the younglings when Asha was growing up, with much sniggering as the adults solemnly pointed out the bulbous landmark.

Asha had chosen the Shoulder as her vantage point not only because it gave a good view of the sleeping city but also because she had been taught that the naked rock provided some protection from the scourge of the desert; the umbra that haunted the sands. The very same type of creature that she had been watching for some time, lurking at the base of the city wall. A barely visible swirl of sand infused by a magical incandescence, slowly prowling the edge of the shimmering Wing, looking for weaknesses, drawn by the life-energy of the watchers above. A Tihr’dwalli. A desert spirit. A djinn.

She sat up straighter, her heart pumping, knowing there was very little she could do if it detected her. She closed her hand around her pendant. Her only defence. Her own protection spell, infused in a beautiful but flawed sapphire that was the best gem she could afford. It was the source of her bravado. The reason she thought she could travel the sands at night. The reason she had thought herself safe from the terrors that kept everyone else behind magically shielded walls when the night closed in. But despite the confidence she had felt when she had set out on her journey, her heart still raced. It was one thing to talk of the djinn in the safety of her home, amongst the gifted, worldly witches, the Kala’khahari, and stoic menfolk of her family, but quite another to see one stalking the sands. She had seen a djinn once before, but she had been accompanied by her Aunt Aella, whose magic was strong. Surrounded by an obscuring magical circle, the two of them had secretly watched a Tihr’dwalli pass by on a dark night with the merest crescent sliver of Tik’pohir, the little moon, to light the desert. It had terrified Asha then, to see the sands form endlessly shifting shapes – once a man, then a towering demon, then a four-legged creature, then an amorphous spider-like nightmare – the enchanted light within forever mutable and confusing. Earlier, in the safety of their home, her aunt had told her stories of entire settlements where a single djinn intruder had left nothing but the dead, their corpses drained and shrivelled as though they had been left in the dry desert winds for months, belying the life and vibrancy that had animated them just hours before when daylight had been their protector. She had held her aunt’s hand, certain that they were safe, as together they had watched the creature roil by, inscrutable in its purpose. Now, as she watched this distant djinn carefully circle the city, she felt acutely alone and she wished she could just reach out and hold Aella’s hand once more and know that she had nothing to fear.

A figure appeared on the towering wall, directly above where the djinn was moving. The man, oblivious of the danger below, ambled slowly towards where the sinuous wall curved slightly to the right, following the contour of the mesa cliff. The djinn shadowed the watcher from far below, staying directly in line with him. As the figure reached the corner, the wall bulged outwards to form a sort of turret or belvedere. Asha’s breath caught as she noticed that the shimmering of the protective Wing ended just short of the edge of the turret. The magical barrier ran in straight lines along the uneven length of the wall, with small pieces of masonry sticking out beyond it here and there but not enough to compromise the protective Wing. However, the bulge of the turret extended slightly further than these other imperfections and there was a small section of the parapet exposed beyond the glistening protective barrier, perhaps only a few feet. This discrepancy would be invisible to anybody except a witch that was highly attuned to the type of protective magic the Wing used. The watcher, almost certainly a man, would not be aware of it. It would have been of no consequence had the watcher continued his route past the turret but instead he paused and then moved forward to the edge of the circular structure, leaning casually against the parapet. Asha leapt to her feet. She knew, although she did not know how, that the djinn had become aware that the man was exposed. There was nothing she could do. She was too far away for the man to hear her and she had no magic that would help. She put her hands to her head in frustration, willing the man to move on. Imploring him to notice the danger he was in. The magical glow of the djinn, invisible to the man, intensified and Asha somehow knew it was preparing to strike. The immense height of the wall would do nothing to stop it.

She screamed. A throat-burning, heartfelt shriek was wrenched from her very core, leaving her breathless. It was a futile, useless gesture, but she couldn’t just do nothing. The scream burst out of her into the still night and was swallowed by the dark. The watcher was totally oblivious to it as he rested his elbows on the rough stone of the parapet. But the djinn was not. Asha knew immediately that it had noticed her. Even though she could barely make out its shape at this distance, she felt its attention on her. It chilled her to the bone. For a long moment, everything seemed to stop as she stood, a miniscule, distant shadow on top of an enormous lump of rock, pinned by a cold, implacable gaze. Then, as though in answer to her forlorn cry, the watcher moved on. Two strides were all it took for him to be back within the safety of the barrier as he continued his patrol. The djinn’s attention shifted away from her and Asha felt the release, immediately crouching down so she was no longer silhouetted against the sky. She darted to her left, fetching up behind a boulder that shielded her from view. Perhaps the djinn didn’t see her after all. Perhaps it hadn’t heard her. Perhaps it was just her fear making her think that it had.

After a few moments, she peered around the edge of the rock. The watcher on his patrol had moved to the corner of the ramparts and, turning, he disappeared from view along the front wall of the city. There was nothing at the base of the wall. Nor was there anything to be seen in the expanse of sand between her and the city. The djinn was gone. She sighed in relief; at least it wasn’t moving towards her. She shuffled back to where she had been perched and started rolling up her bedroll before strapping it to her travel bag. She slung the bag over her shoulder, automatically adjusting the familiar weight to sit more comfortably on her hip. She thought she might as well move away from the area just in case the djinn eventually came this way. Turning away from the city and peering into the dark, she tried to find the path she had used to get up here.

“You interfered.”

The voice came as though whispered in her ear, although there had been no sound. It echoed in her head. An icy feeling permeated every inch of her skin as she whirled around. There it was, barely a few feet away. It was a swirling mass of sand, roughly the same size and shape as her. The sand moved as though stirred by an invisible wind, although no particles flew away from the shape. Instead, it seemed to draw material into it, adding to its substance. Two eyes, like two green flames stared at her, seeming to pierce her very soul. Goosebumps formed on her arms and she could feel the hair on her head rising as though charged. She gripped her amulet tightly, ready with the words to trigger it.

She was immediately struck by two things: it had gotten here so fast and it had spoken to her!

“You spoke to me,” she said stupidly. “Djinn don’t talk.”

She sensed sudden amusement, but it was gone so fast she thought she’d imagined it.

“You know so little, sister. Not yet.” Again, there was no sound. It was talking directly in her mind, words forming and dissipating like smoke.

“I have protection,” she blurted, her hand tightening even harder on the pendant.

Amusement again and suddenly her mind was filled with doubts. Would she be able to say the triggering words fast enough? Would the imperfections in the sapphire cause fissures that would compromise her protective shield? These thoughts raced through her head, not in the form of words, but they were not entirely her own. They had been dredged up from deeper within her. She swallowed. Was this thing in her head?

“You were going to kill that man,” she squeaked, as though the initial statement about interference had been a question.

“Merely sup upon his essence, nothing more. To replenish that which is stolen. Death is simply an inconsequential eventuality.”

“Hardly inconsequential!” she said, shocked at her own boldness.

The thing was silent for a long moment.

“That thing, that man, was inert. Yet you care.”

It was not a question, merely a statement, as though the djinn was perplexed. She had nothing to say to that. This thing was so alien to her any argument seemed pointless.

After an even longer pause, she whispered, “Will you take my essence then?”

“Such a deep spirit. Strong, but barely tapped. Dangerous, perhaps. Or key. Certainly not for me to take. Not now.”

She fought to parse its words. To derive some meaning she could use.

“You mean magic, don’t you? By spirit, you mean you sense my magic. Ta’kala.” She’d spoken the words almost before she realised her insight.

“Of course.”

“When you say the man was inert. You meant without magic, didn’t you? That he was Beh’fesh?”

Another silence followed until the whisper returned. “You are here for the six.” The words were almost a question, yet not. It seemed confused, as though seeking clarification.

She did not know what it was talking about.

“You mean here at the city?” she asked, with no expectation of getting an answer. She was merely talking as a way to keep her tumultuous thoughts in check. “I don’t know what you mean. No. I’m waiting for the city to open so I can enter. I’m joining the academy. I’m Kala’khahar.” It already knows I’m a witch if it can detect my magic, she thought.

Another pause.

“Are you here for the six?” she asked, still not knowing what that was.

“Yes.” The response was immediate and resonant. “The five are here. One unreachable. Four camouflaged. Appropriated. The one is lost.” 

Was that bitterness she sensed? The words seemed to have venom behind them, although, again, it could simply be her imagination adding meaning.

“I don’t understand,” she managed.

“You know. You feel them.”

She licked her lips that were suddenly dry. “Are you going to kill me?”

“You know that too.”

“No, you’re not.” She said it more in hope rather than certainty. She wanted it desperately to be true. Against her better judgement she asked, “Why not?”

Again, she felt amusement.

“In a way, we are both Fesh’tihr. Both creatures of Kala. Perhaps we are kahari. You are key Tihr’ashahirani.”

“How do you know my name?” She was shocked. Was it reading her mind? The other words: desert people, creatures of magic, sisters. What did it mean?

“All this.” Sand moved in a parody of a person’s arm. A sweeping gesture. “It is part of you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“This manifestation. You feel it. You know it. Part of me is within you.”

Another pause.

“You are not Fesh’tihr,” she said defiantly. “You are not my people. You are a....” She stopped herself from saying fiend. She did not know why she risked angering this creature.

“Are you so sure?”

Another pause. Then the whisper, “Fiend. Abomination. Terror. Car’pal.” Unholy was the last one. The words echoed in her mind, without recrimination or anger. They had been plucked directly from her thoughts.

“You can read my mind.”

“All this.” It said again. “It comes from you and it is within you. All of it.”

She shrugged off her confusion, trying to focus. Why was it here? What did it want? If it wasn’t going to kill her, why is it here? Why talk to her? Another thought occurred to her. How did it get here? This vast expanse of rock was supposed to be proof against djinn. They were creatures of the desert, creatures of the sand. Her mother and aunt had insisted that they needed sand to coalesce into some sort of form. Expanses of rock were supposed to stop them.

“It is difficult. There is enough material here. Just,” the whisper said.

“Stop reading my mind!” she hissed.

Amusement again.

“It comes from you. All this.”

“Stop saying that. It doesn’t make sense,” she said. “Saying the same thing over and over doesn’t make it any clearer.”

“You know.”

She resisted the urge to tell this creature to shut up, although it almost certainly heard her thought to that effect.

She thought about what it had said earlier.

“You form out of sand, right?” She asked. “You need sand to survive?”

“To manifest,” it corrected.

She looked closer at it. It did seem far more diffuse than it had earlier and much more insubstantial than the one she had witnessed with her aunt years ago. There seemed to be a darkness in its centre, revealed by a lessening in the whirling sand around it. What was at its core?

“So you can only go where there is sand,” she said. “And there’s enough on this rock?”

“For a short time.”

“Short time?”

“Yes.”

Questions swirled in her head. Where to start?

It began to move slowly away. She was relieved, but another part of her was desperate to call it back. She had so many questions. When had she stopped being scared?

“What is your name?” she called as it moved. Did it even have a name?

A brush of amusement played across her mind.

“This time is over. There will be another meeting, Tihr’ashahirani.”

And it was gone. One moment it was there, the next, it was on the sand far below and then it was gone. It moved so fast, her brain could not fathom how it had happened. An intense relief flooded over her and she fell to her knees on the hard rock. Even that pain was a relief. It was like she had been trapped, barely able to breathe, the whole time. She desperately wanted to talk to her mother, her aunt, someone, anyone about this. But something in her told her that she would have to be cautious about who she told.

Djinn can talk, she thought. They can communicate. It called her sister. Called her Fesh’tihr. Kin.
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The Captain of the Watch

Asha reached the base of the ramp leading up to the city gates in the early morning. She was in time to join a group of six traders who were pulling a couple of carts, laden with produce. She assumed that the traders must have stayed the night at the way-station not far from the city - a temporary haven for those that arrived after the city gates had closed for the evening. She approached them openly, smiling, but they shuffled away from her, alarmed at her appearance from an unexpected direction and seemingly unsure of her intentions. Several nodded nervously at her in greeting, but nobody said anything or paused as they pushed the carts up the incline. She thought to help with the carts but anyone she approached, seemed to slide away from her, clearly unwilling to engage in conversation or accept her assistance. Eventually, she found herself trudging along at the back of the group as they made their way up the inexorable climb. In her heart, she understood their caution, but it still hurt to be so summarily ignored.

Off to her left, Asha could see the edge of the deep ravine that carried the Guilwa’kiala, the waters of life, known to most as the Great Gift. She knew that the river sprang from directly beneath the city, cascading down the western wall of the mesa before being carried through the gorge all the way to the Regu’kiala, the valley of life, or simply, the Valley. The river was the only permanent source of water in the endless desert and the vast Valley, two days travel away, was the primary source of food for the city. Traders regularly plied the road between the small walled and warded town of Regu’kama in the valley and the citadel of Pehgah. 

It seemed to take half the morning to work their way up the sinuous ramp to the city gates. They stood open, the wide portal seeming tiny within the towering expanse of the wall. There were no other openings anywhere within the wall, not even any arrow slits or loopholes. Its rough, blank surface was impenetrable. The gate was the only way in or out, unless you could fly.

As they arrived at the top of the slope, two bored looking guards moved forward from the shade of the gatehouse to speak to the lead trader. They nodded to him in a familiar way and Asha could hear laughter as they shared banter. The guards were dressed in quilted tunics that had plates of metal sewn onto them. They also wore metal helmets, with a long spike on the top that was capped by a green ribbon that fluttered in the light breeze. Asha could not see the purpose of the spike other than to make them look silly.

The rest of the traders continued to file forward through the gate, waving at the guards as they passed. Clearly the traders were regular visitors. Asha moved along with them as they entered the gatehouse. It proved to be a large chamber, built within the wall itself, with a high, vaulted ceiling. There was a large portcullis leading into a long corridor on the city side. The portcullis was raised and there were two more armed men standing on either side of it. Above the assembled traders, a narrow walkway circled the room and a man with a bow was squatting on his haunches, watching their arrival with a distinct lack of interest. Asha looked up at him, curious about the bow he held in his hand. Then their eyes locked and the man sprang to his feet.

“Raider!” he bellowed, pulling an arrow from his belt quiver with surprising speed and nocking it on the bow. Drawing the string back, he aimed it directly at Asha below.

Asha froze as the cry was taken up by others, seeming to roll into the distance, calling the guards to arms. “Raiders! Form up!” All the traders melted away from her, pressing themselves up against the stone walls, trying to put as much distance between themselves and her as they could. She heard the distinctive sound of metal on leather behind her and, glancing around, saw that the gate guards had drawn their blades. Both looked decidedly nervous and very young. The two at the portcullis had stepped back through the opening and one of them was fumbling with some mechanism on the other side; presumably to drop the gate down, while the other shouted at him to hurry.

She raised her hands to show they were empty. She wasn’t sure what sort of a threat a young woman was supposed to pose to these men, but she didn’t want them to get confused by anything that she did.

“On your knees!” the man with the bow shouted down at her and she immediately complied, falling onto the sandy floor.

“I mean no harm!” she said.

“Everyone, on your knees!” one of the men at the gate yelled and the traders hurriedly did as he bid, still pressing themselves up against the walls.

Suddenly the portcullis crashed to the ground and everyone jumped at the sudden noise. The guards seemed to all be yelling at once and Asha winced, cowering lower, head down and hands in the air.

Then there was a voice that cut over all the shouting. “What is going on here?” It was a man’s voice, raised in authority. “Shut up you idiots!”

Silence followed and Asha dared raise her gaze a little. A tall, wide man dressed in a dirty white smock that hung loose over the waist of his worn leather trousers was standing on the other side of the portcullis surveying the room.

“Oh well done Traiban,” he said to one of the guards next to him, sarcasm dripping from every word. “You managed to contain the terrifying raider. Eventually.”

Traiban shrank back as though he would be struck. The newcomer shook his head at him in disgust.

“Get this bloody gate up!” The man turned and looked up at the archer above. “Rin, secure that arrow before you shoot your damn foot off.”

Rin glanced at him before relaxing his aim, although he kept the arrow nocked. “Raider Captain. Look at her tattoos. She was sneaking in with the traders.”

“Mmmm, I see. An unarmed raider boldly making an attack on the gatehouse is it? Lucky you were here to put a stop to it. This slip of a girl could have killed us all with her sharp words.” The man barked a laugh then bellowed. “Why is this fucking gate not up?”

Nobody moved or spoke as the portcullis slowly wound its way back up, the sounds of straining men floating in over the grinding of the metal against stone. Eventually, it was high enough for the captain to duck under and he strode over to Asha without hesitation, holding out his hand.

“Forgive us, milady,” he said. “My men are overly cautious.”

Asha regarded him carefully for a long moment before slowly getting to her feet. She did not take the proffered hand as she stood up because she was afraid he would see just how much she was trembling. By the time she had risen, the portcullis was up and three more men came into the chamber. Two were older men with scraggly beards that were dressed identically to all the other guards but the third was a mere strip of a man, young and fresh-faced with barely a hint of facial hair. He had on a pair of leather trousers, with a large knife secured at his belt, black leather boots and a soft white shirt. It looked like he’d blow away in a strong wind. He stood nervously between the other newcomers.

“Does this look like a fearsome raider to you Spud?” the captain said, addressing the youth over his shoulder.

“Um, no sir,” the young man’s voice was deeper than Asha had expected. He had long, dark hair, pulled back into a pony-tail that cascaded down his back. He stared at her intently, perhaps fearfully? His dark eyes unnerved her.

“No indeed,” the captain said. “Those tattoos are not Fesh’tal are they milady? They are some of the finest work I have ever seen. You are Fesh’tihr are you not?”

The term Fesh’tal referred to the fringe dwellers that eked out a living on the borders between the Valley and the deep desert, the Tihr, where Asha’s people lived. Fesh’tal was also the universal term for raiders, outlaws and others that survived by preying on the settlements and traders.

The captain was referring to the tattoos on both sides of Asha’s neck, dancing, winding lines that ran from her collar bones, up her neck and over her cheeks. Amidst the complex, delicate lines, vines, flowers and other foliage were picked out in great detail.

Asha raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Yes.”

“Ha, you’re shocked I’d know that?” the captain turned slightly and pulled aside the collar of his shirt. Rising up one side of his neck was a tattoo of a snake, each scale picked out in remarkable detail. Its effect however was marred by a burn scar that obscured the middle portion of it.

“You’re Fesh’tihr,” she whispered.

“Indeed. I was.” After a pause, he added, “I am.”

The captain spoke over his shoulder again. “What else should we know about our lady here Spud?”

“Um,” the boy known as Spud licked his lips nervously, staring at her, his eyes everywhere. “I’m not sure what...” He stopped and his hands fluttered as though he was about to make some sort of sign with them. “Her bandana.”

Asha reached up and touched the piece of dirty red cloth that was knotted casually round her throat. The top of it just peaked out from the collar of her shirt.

“She’s a Crimson!” the boy whispered reverently.

“Yes,” the captain said simply. “She’s one of our Crimson Order. Kala’khahar.”

Suddenly everyone in the room was raising their hands, the men at the gate dropping their swords with a clatter. They all touched their own foreheads with both hands, then their chests, before holding their hands towards her palms out. The spontaneous gesture by most of the men was well practiced and performed with a sense of reverence that made Asha acutely uncomfortable. The captain’s one-handed obeisance seemed more perfunctory, like he was only doing it because everyone else was.

The captain bowed slightly after making the sign. “Forgive us Milady. I am Cor’pargin, Captain of the Watch and it is my honour to welcome you to Pehgah ou P’anak.”

She raised her hand to stop him, her eyes wide. “No, please. I’m just a novice. I am here to join the Academy. I’m not yet a Lady of the Crimson Order. It is my honour to meet one of the Protectorate Council. My name is Tihr’ashahirani.”

The captain seemed taken aback. “The song of the desert,“ he whispered. “Such a wonderful name.”

Asha wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Just call me Asha.”

The captain bowed again. “Thank you Asha.” He said it as though she had bestowed something of great value. He turned and said loudly, “Everyone, fun’s over, carry on.” He gestured to Asha. “Milady, please come this way. Spud, get her bag.”

“No,” she said defensively, clutching the strap across her chest. “I can carry it.” As an afterthought, she added to Spud, “Thank you though.”

The captain led her through the portcullis, the guards parting before them, their eyes down as though they didn’t want to be noticed. Spud followed her. They moved down a short corridor, past several doors before turning to their right and fetching up in a small, immensely untidy room that was obviously the office of the Captain of the Watch. There was a wooden table, a chair, two stools and a rolled-up bedroll in the corner. Scrolls and the remains of a meal were scattered across the table.

“Sorry for the mess,” the captain muttered, kicking an empty bottle across the floor and stooping to pick up a dusty coat from one of the low stools. Shrugging the coat on, he waved his hand at the stool. “Please take a seat Milady. Would you like something to drink. Spud can run out and fetch some water.”

Asha was a little stunned to be offered such a precious thing so readily. She had to remind herself that the city had a never-ending supply of water from the Guilwa’kiala that sprang from the caverns below. In the Tihr, the deep desert, water was a thing more precious than anything else and carefully rationed. Not something you pass out to strangers on a whim.

“Thank you, Captain Cor’pargin, for such kindness, I accept,” she said, a little stiffly, unsure of the etiquette in such a situation.

The captain laughed. “No need for such prettiness here, Milady, although I thank you for it. Water is not the same here.” He flicked his hand at Spud who quickly disappeared down the hallway. “And everyone calls me Captain Pargin here.” He smirked. “Most have no idea what it means.”

“Dream Captain,” Asha said, raising a hand to cover her own smile. “That must amuse you.”

“Oh it does. Especially when I hear my rivals use it.” Captain Pargin laughed.

“I’ll call you that if you call me Asha, not Milady,” Asha said, smiling.

“Deal.” The captain moved behind the table and sat down. He leaned back and steepled his fingers on his ample belly. “Although your full name is something else.”

“My mother has a sense for the dramatic,” Asha sighed, unslinging her bag and sitting down on one of the stools. Her abused knees protested and she rubbed one of them gently.

“You find it a burden? I’d have thought it an honour.”

Spud returned with a pitcher and two wooden cups, interrupting Asha’s response. She watched as he poured a cup, inexplicably spilling a couple of precious drops onto the floor as he did so, and handed it to her.

She took it in both hands and brought it reverently to her lips, taking the smallest of sips. It was cool, untainted, wonderful.

“Song of the Desert,” Captain Pargin said, interrupting her daydream. “You do know what it really means don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“And?”

“It’s just a name Captain.”

The captain raised both hands. “Alright. I understand. I don’t mean to pry. My apologies.”

“No need,” she muttered, but she was glad to leave the subject. She took another sip of water and closed her eyes as the cool liquid passed over her tongue.

“I am assuming this is your first time in Pehgah,” the captain said, reaching for his own cup and taking a long, deliberate swig with a smile on his face. “You’re what? Seventeen? Eighteen? Sent by your family to do your duty for the Beh’fesh? The witch’s duty?”

Beh’fesh, the ungifted, the ordinary folk, the people without magic. From Beh, meaning mundane.

“Eighteen,” Asha said. “You seem familiar with the ways of the Crimson Order. It is my time for the duty.”

“And what is your gift?”

“Protective magic.”

“Oh, excellent. You will be much in demand and of great value.” He smiled, taking another swig from his cup. “To us, Beh’fesh.”

“I do not like that term,” Asha said uncomfortably.

The captain raised his hand in apology. “I’m teasing Asha. My apologies again. Most here would have no understanding of what it means.”

She nodded. Such a term was often a cause of resentment, especially amongst the Fesh’tal, the fringe dwellers, who produced far fewer witches than the Fesh’tihr. Those that were born amongst those people often became Khahari’mayshkala, Sisters of the fire or wild magic. Dangerous and unpredictable witches.

“When you first saw me, I could have been a fire witch for all you knew,” she said, following her train of thought.

He shook his head. “Not with those tattoos. Those are the work of Tihr’pohtash are they not?”

Asha sat forward. “You know of my aunt?”

“Of course. She is the most famous tattooist that there is.” He laughed. “I dreamt of getting her to gift me with one of her works. This.” He pointed to his snake tattoo. “It was fine work, but nothing like Tash’s.” He waved his hand towards Asha. “That is quite something. I’ve never seen something that size. Tash always worked smaller when she was here.”

“You knew her?”

“Oh yes. I wasn’t always this shambolic pile of clothing. Back in the day, I courted your aunt. Chased her. Begged her. Loved her. But still she would not grace me with her work.” He sighed. “If you see her again, tell her that Cal sends his love.”

Asha swallowed, nervous about her next question. “Are you the father of Corpa’baig?”

He nodded and said simply, “Yes.”

Corpa’baig, whose name meant Flower of the Oasis, had run away from Asha’s family when she was fifteen and joined a man of the Fesh’tal. At the time, Asha had just turned six. She later heard the rumour that Corpa’baig had become a fire witch.

“She broke our hearts,” Captain Pargin said. “Tash contacted me when she ran away. I could feel the sorrow in her letter. We haven’t spoken since. I think she blames me for it.”

Asha shook her head. “I don’t think so. I think she blames herself. I think she is ashamed.”

They sat in silence for a moment. 

“I think I see now why you don’t seem to have the same ... deference for my sisters, the Kala’khahari, as others do.”

“Oh it’s not my familiarity with your kin, my dear. It’s just decades of serving on the council that has nurtured my cynical nature. Long association has taught me that the Kala’khahari are just as flawed as the rest of us.” He waved a hand towards the youth in the doorway. “Cover your ears, Spud. You didn’t hear me say that.” He laughed again. “I’m not being disrespectful, I assure you. I greatly appreciate the Crimson Order. Without them, we’d be fucked. Totally. They released the water, opened the gates, created the Wing to keep out the djinn, and their magic is the only thing of value we have to trade on this god-forsaken sandy shit-hole. I know all that. I venerate them – you - for it.” He paused, rubbing a hand over his eyes. “But don’t go into the Order blind, Asha. Be careful and trust your instincts. Remember where you come from.”

She didn’t know what to say to that, so she said nothing, her mind whirling.

The captain continued, quietly, “Why do you think that your mother and your aunts left this place to raise their children in the harshness of the Tihr? Left the comfort and wealth behind?”

“We are of the Tihr,” Asha said vehemently. “Not here.”

He raised a hand and touched his neck. “Yes we are. I understand that.”

“Is that why you are still here?” Asha said, bitterly. “Why you didn’t return to raise your daughter? Because of the comfort, and wealth. The power of your position?” She waved a hand at him. “I’m not sure the wealth is doing you any good.”

To her surprise, he laughed uproariously. “Oh my dear. I knew the sharp tongue of our raider would spear someone today.” He adjusted his coat and grinned at her. It had obviously once been a fine garment, but time and neglect had made it a shapeless mass. She thought perhaps she should apologise. Even she was shocked at the rudeness of what she’d blurted out.

“You are far from the truth, I’m afraid,” he said, turning his neck towards her. “Ask me about this scar one day and I’ll tell you why I’m still here. Then you might understand, although you are right to imply I neglected my Corpa’baig. I bear that shame every day.”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, wishing she’d kept her tongue in check.

The captain thumped the desk, startling her out of her thoughts. “Well, let’s not dwell on the past. You must be keen to see the city for yourself, especially the gates. You can have Spud here as a guide. He’ll show you to the Academy, after a tour of the sights perhaps.”

Asha turned to Spud who was standing just inside the door. He smiled shyly at her.

“That would be most helpful,” she said. “But there’s something else I have to tell you.”

The captain raised an eyebrow.

“When I was waiting to enter the city,” she continued. “I could see that there was an area on the wall, on the eastern side, that wasn’t protected by P’anak’s Wing.”

“What? How do you mean?”

“There’s a small turret or something on that side. It sticks out beyond the Wing. Just a little. I saw a man standing there and he was outside the protection of the barrier.” She paused. “There was a djinn watching him.”

“You saw a djinn?” Captain Pargin sat forward. “You were outside at night?”

She nodded. “I was on the Shoulder. I could see the barrier and that section of wall quite clearly.”

“You saw a djinn and you’re here? You survived? Why were you outside?”

She swallowed. “The djinn was far away.” She fumbled her amulet out of her shirt. “I have protection.”

The captain shook his head. “You are either incredibly brave, immensely powerful or incredibly foolish,” he intoned, without malice. “Or perhaps all three.”

She rolled her eyes. “The point is that there is a weakness in the Wing. That man could have been taken by the djinn. The creature knows the weakness is there now. It will be back.”

He nodded. “Yes. Indeed. The Guardian must be informed. I think you should do that yourself. She won’t listen to me about something to do with magic anyway.”

“Surely you can pass it on to her?” Asha said, hopefully. “You are part of the Protectorate after all.”

He barked a laugh. “Ha. They trust me to deal with the guards and soldiers down here, not the Angels. That’s Talar’s domain. I’ll pass word to Garan, her Sergeant of the Night Watch. He’ll keep his men away from the area.”

“Angels?”

He pointed towards the roof. “The watchers on the wall. They’re called Angels because they are so much closer to the heavens than the rest of us.” He laughed. “I think that was a joke, but now that’s just what everyone calls them. I think it’s gone to their heads and they think they’re better than us ground dwellers.”

“And Talar is the Guardian? The witch in charge of the Wing?”

“Yes. Sang’talar.” The name meant rock skink.

“My mother has mentioned her,” Asha said. She didn’t add the next thought. Not fondly. Instead, she asked, “Why are the Angels even there? P’anak’s Wing protects the city from the Tihr’dwalli. What is their purpose?”

“The raiders. P’anak’s Wing only protects us against magical beings. The walls, as you probably noticed, are not the smoothest construction. We’ve had raiders climb the walls in the past. It takes some serious nerve to attempt it, dicing with the djinn for a start, and the climb itself takes many hours. But some brave Fesh’tal are willing to try it. They even camp part way up, on slings and on the ledges formed in the stonework. If we don’t stop them, they’ll infiltrate the city. The watchers make sure they don’t get in. We wouldn’t need the wall if the Fesh’tal were friendly. Even though it wasn’t originally built to keep them out, that’s the purpose it serves now.”

Asha nodded. “I see.”

“Spud can take you to the Academy once you’ve had a look around,” Captain Pargin said. “They’ll tell you how to find the Guardian.” He stood up. “Unless you have something else you wish to discuss?”

She rose to her feet. “No. Thank you.”

“Again, my apologies for all that nonsense when you arrived,” he said, holding out his hand.

This time she took it in a firm grip.

“Ta’galama, Cor’pargin”, she said, a formal greeting meaning, essentially, well met, from the term galama meaning respect.

“Ta’galama, Tihr’ashahirani,” he responded warmly. “I look forward to our next meeting.” He turned to her guide. “Spud, a word before you go.”

The two men waited until Asha was in the corridor before speaking quietly. She leant against the wall, straining to hear what was being said. She heard the captain say, “I’ve seen the way you look at her. She’s a pretty thing but she’s not for the likes of you.”

Spud’s response was heated. “What the hell? The likes of me?” Asha was surprised at the brusque tone he used with the captain.

“Oh, you’re all precious now? Idiot. You need to be careful. You’re still...” she missed the rest of the words, picking up only the end. “... keep your head down.”

Spud must have agreed because the captain said, “Good. Now go show our guest around. No dipping your wick, you hear. You...”

Asha did not hear the end because she moved away as they approached the door. She did not want them to know she had been eavesdropping.

The two men entered the corridor and the captain nodded to her before returning to his office.

Spud, looking a little cross, waved his hand at her. “This way, Milady,” he muttered.

“Asha. Call me Asha.”

“Would I even dare?” he said quietly, but there was a small smile on his face.
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Chapter 3
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The Guide

As she entered the city proper, the first thing that struck Asha was the noise. As they exited the gatehouse they walked into a colonnaded market and a maelstrom of vociferating humanity.  Asha had never seen so many people in one place before. It was a kaleidoscope of colourful women and men surging animatedly around stalls where vendors bellowed at them, extolling the virtues of their wares. All manner of produce was on display, from staples like barley, melons and yams to tomatoes, limes, nuts and a whole range of succulents that Asha could not identify. There was also salted meats, cheeses and, to Asha’s surprise and delight, smoked fish.

Spud leant close, yelling over the noise, “This is the Gatehouse Market. It’s for produce brought from the Valley.”

“It’s so noisy!” Asha exclaimed. “How does anyone know what’s going on?”

Spud laughed. “You get used to it. It always gets busy in the mornings when the caravans arrive. It gets worse during peak harvest times.”

Asha could not fathom how it could get worse. There was barely room to move as it was. As she reluctantly followed Spud into the hubbub, she felt herself tensing; closing in on herself and shrinking away from the almost inevitable contact with other people as the two of them tunnelled through the press. Her senses were overwhelmed by the sights and sounds. She could only snatch rudimentary vignettes from the turmoil. Keeping close to Spud, she still found herself buffeted relentlessly and almost stumbled more than once. By the time they reached the middle of the market, she was gasping for air, like she was being battered by a dust-storm. She was grasping the back of Spud’s shirt in an attempt to orientate herself amid the turmoil. She heard his voice, his face close to hers, but she could not parse the words, her head full of noise from all around her. Instinctively, she tried to make herself small, like she would in a storm, crouching lower. Spud continued to talk, his breath ruffling her hair.

Suddenly, she felt an arm over her back, grasping her shoulder and she was bodily lifted and moved, whisked through the crowd. Her surprise quickly turned to outrage that she was being physically manipulated and she began to squirm, attempting escape. Then she was in the open, the horde left behind. The pressure on her shoulder eased as Spud lowered her to the ground.

“You’re alright Asha,” he said gently. “It’s alright.”

He was still touching her shoulder and she shrugged off his hand as she lowered her head to hide the tears pricking at the corner of her tightly closed eyes. Not going to cry, she thought, taking deep breaths. Not. Not. Not.

After a while, she got her breath back and the world started to fill her senses again. The noise of the market was behind her now and she could feel she was sitting on smooth stone. A gentle breeze ruffled her hair and the sun warmed her skin. She could hear the distinctive sound of splashing water over the sounds of conversation and moving carts. Dashing a hand over her eyes, she opened them and saw she was on the top of a flight of steps. Slowly raising her head, she saw they led down to a busy street below. There were more people rushing hither and thither alongside carts pulled by straining dreben, their broad cleft feet kicking up clouds of dust on the cobbles. There were people scattered across the stairs, some sitting, some standing in small groups. Snatches of animated conversation reached her. Somehow it reminded her of the Corpa Gatherings - the times when the Tihr nomadic families grouped together at one of the water sources in the desert.

She raised her head and glanced at Spud. He was squatting next to her and looking at her in concern.

“I’m alright,” she muttered, feeling her face heating in embarrassment. “Thank you Spud.”

He had the grace to not say anything, shifting to sit beside her. After a long moment, he said, “Wren.”

“What?” she said.

“My name is Wren, not Spud. Spud’s just the name they give all the new recruits before they’re commissioned.”

She nodded. “Well, thank you Wren.” She gave an unconvincing laugh, trying to brush off her embarrassment. “I couldn’t think. So noisy. So many people.”

“I suppose it’s different in the Tihr,” he said. “The number of people I mean.”

“Oh yes. When we gather it’s in much smaller groups. Usually, it’s just my family.”

“How big is your family?”

“Twenty or so.”

“Big family,” he said, arching an eyebrow.

“We’re not all blood related. We consider ourselves kin, hence the name.”

They sat together in silence as she slowly took in her surroundings. She had never seen an actual streetscape before, although she had spent hours looking at pictures of them, wondering what they would be like. The thing the pictures failed to convey were the overwhelming scents of the city. A mixture of cooking smells, spices, dung, sweat and something else at the edges she could not identify. It seemed tangy and somewhat fresh. Her eye was caught by a fountain on the other side of the broad boulevard. She stared at the dancing water that came out of the beaked mouth of a carved beast she could not identify. It arced into a large stone basin below. As she watched, a passing boy stopped at the fountain and drank briefly from it before moving on. Asha shook her head at the casual way he treated such a precious thing, contrary to everything she knew.

To her eye, everything had a sharper edge here. The brickwork on the buildings opposite was sharp and clean, with precise edges. In the Tihr, everything was at the mercy of the wind and sand. Buildings, such as there were, were softened by the relentless elements, their corners rounded and surfaces dimpled and powdery. Here, everything seemed keen and precise. The colour was also another thing that leapt out at her. Everyone seemed to have at least a splash of colour in their clothing and even the facades of the buildings were adorned with brightly hued banners and flags of all sorts. She felt drab and plain in her undyed, filthy and sweat-stained shirt and trousers.

“Would you like to see the Gates?” Wren asked, breaking into her thoughts.

She nodded, standing up. “Oh yes.”

***
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There was an overwhelming sense of being enclosed as they travelled through the city. It wasn’t just the ever-present external walls looming over everything, but also the plethora of buildings that crowded the streets and each other, rising up to three storeys high in many places. A maze of alleyways threaded through the chaos, often in deep shadow as the leaning facades blocked out any view of the sky. However, every now and then, to Asha’s relief, they came across open spaces where trees and well-manicured bushes created sunlit sanctuaries within the city’s anarchic design. Wren kept up a constant patter, pointing out important buildings and naming each square as they passed through them. Asha retained none of it.

After a while, she noticed that the streets were becoming wider and the buildings less intrusive. The plant-life became more common and the people seemed less rushed and better dressed.

“This is the Gate District,” Wren said. “The gates themselves are just over the hill.”

As they topped the rise, the street became a broad boulevard that opened into a vast paved square. Lined across the centre of the square were the three gates. They were much bigger than Asha expected. The ornate arches that framed each one rose high into the air and each gate was wide enough for two carts to pass through side-by-side. The black arches, their edges etched with arcane symbols, were a window into another world. Another place. There was no shimmering, no sense of magic other than the preposterous nature of the whole thing, no sheen that indicated that these other worlds were not just an extension of this one. They simply looked like a door had been opened into a different place.

The right-most one opened into the street of a bustling city with buildings similar to where she was, but the vista presented beyond the city was as incongruous to Asha’s experience as anything she had encountered. Down a steep hill could be seen the masts and sails of ships and beyond them, a vast stretch of ocean. She had heard that water was to that world as sand was to hers, but she simply hadn’t believed it. The sky was not the never-ending blue she was used to, but instead was filled with scudding clouds, forming incredible, shifting shapes. The place was commonly known as the Archipelago, although its own people called it Ngola.  She knew it was a collection of dozens of islands amid an endless sea.

The middle gate opened into a night scene. A massive rock overhang framed a view that was clearly not within Asha’s world. The vista that swept behind the low-slung, windowless buildings that hunched below the cave was breathtaking in its beauty. The curve of a vast red moon dominated half the sky, from horizon to horizon, its surface an ever-changing swirl of scarlet clouds. A blue sphere, like a perfect glass marble, hung heavy before it. Other, smaller moons, almost too many to count, spread across the sky in a dance so complicated, it was difficult to fathom. Asha knew that the world was most frequently dark or in deep twilight, as the configuration of the moons blocked the light of the searing sun. Every now and then, however, there was a conjunction that allowed the planet to be bathed in a searing, blinding heat. At those times, to be outside shelter meant instant death. It also meant that the flora and fauna was mostly to be found in caves and deep, shadowed canyons. Everything else was scorched to dust in a complicated timeframe that ranged from days to months. Knowing the fall of the conjunctions was key to survival and there were dedicated scientists known as Astromancers who could predict the coming and going of The Scorching. The place was called Tyron by the locals and Hell’s Cauldron by everyone else.

The left-most gate was the Blight. There was no other name for it. This gate opened onto a broad, wind-swept plain covered in waving grass. In the distance, vast broken structures could be seen, like blackened bones rising high towards the roiling clouds above. Everywhere on the Blight were the ruins of cities so vast and so alien, it was hard to understand how they were even built in the first place. But they had once been home to people like Asha and Wren. That much they knew because they left behind books and pictures of themselves, along with a treasure trove of strange devices and objects. There were people that travelled into the Blight to retrieve these treasures, but it was not for the faint-of-heart. There were areas that were so toxic it meant death to enter them. These areas, known as Car’Pal Raysh, or the Devil’s Curse, were home to an unseen killer that caused burns, sickness and an inevitable agonising death to anyone unlucky enough to encounter them. The devices retrieved from the Blight were studied by the witches of Pehgah and many had been used to great purpose, such as the pumps that brought the water below the city to the surface. By combining magic with these devices, Asha’s sisters had built her world, including tools that turned the Valley into the rich and fertile region it was, a sanitary system that made the city liveable, and many of the tools needed to build the city itself. The Blight both terrified and fascinated her.

A pair of guards stood at each gate; one of them looking outwards across the square while the other was looking inwards, towards the other side of the portal. To one side of the gates was a raised wooden platform with a cloth sail providing shade to the two women that were sitting there. They looked relaxed, reclining on ornate rugs and cushions and chatting with each other as they surveyed the square. It was clear that they were Kala’khahari, members of the Crimson order. As a sign of their station, one was wearing a thin red ribbon choker with a red jewel catching the light in the hollow of her neck, while the other wore a red head-scarf. To one side there were four more guards. These were dressed in heavier chain armour and the plumes on their helmets were red. They were sitting in the shade at the edge of the platform, but they looked alert.

Wren pointed towards the two women. “They’re the Gate Wardens”, he said. “They’re on duty to protect against any breaches.”

“Breaches?” Asha asked, puzzled.

“Of the gates. Any hostile actions from the other side. Or anyone trying to enter from this side without a permit or bracelet.”

“Do breaches happen often?”

“No. Sometimes an animal wanders through from the Blight, but the guards usually deal with that. The Crimson are really there mostly as a warning to the other worlds. They’ll seal the gate if there’s an incursion or attack, which would trap whoever came through on this side. And since none of the other worlds has any magic, they’re terrified of your sisters anyway.”

“Is there likely to be an attack? I thought we had good relationships with the Archipelago and the Cauldron,” Asha said surprised.

“Oh, we do. But that’s because of the treaty. That doesn’t mean that it’s all harmony and happiness though, trust me. If it was, we wouldn’t have the bracelets, would we?”

“I don’t understand.”

“The bracelets that you have to wear if you travel between the realms,” Wren said by way of explanation.

Asha shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh. Well, if you travel through a gate, the treaty says you must wear a travel bracelet. The colour of the band depends on your home realm. It’s put on by one of the Crimson sisters and is magic so it can’t be removed except by the Crimson. It signifies that you are a traveller and makes it easy to identify anyone moving between the gates. That way, there can’t be a free migration to a nicer place like Ngola. I think it was their stipulation in the signing of the Junction treaty. Since Pehgah is the only place with more than one gate, this is the transfer point for everyone, so the Gate Wardens can put on and remove bracelets as needed.”

“I see,” Asha said. “You seem very well informed for a lowly spud in the watch. Not to mention you don’t talk like one either. No offence.”

Wren raised an eyebrow. “So, how do you know what a member of the watch sounds like?”

“Fair point. But am I wrong?”

He sighed. “I’m the son of a trader.”

Before Asha could pursue that point, her eye was caught by a group of figures at the entrance to the Blight. Two of them were bundled in heavy leather coats with high, stiff collars that rose up to their ears. Above that, their faces and necks were swathed in heavy cloth bindings, completely hiding their features. They must have been unbearably hot. It was obvious they had just come through the gate. One of the arrivals was gesticulating wildly as they talked to three other people, including a male guard and two women who were finely dressed in long, flowing robes. The other arrival was starting to unwind the bindings from their head. Wren followed her gaze.

“It looks like some scavengers have returned,” he said. “I wonder what they’ve brought back.”

“I hear it’s very dangerous. Travelling the Blight I mean.”

“Me too. Shall we stop at the teahouse there?” Wren asked, pointing behind them at a large, open building. “It’s a common pastime here to watch the activity at the gates. The teahouse is actually called The Gate Watcher.” He laughed.

“What’s that then?”

“What do you mean?”

“That building.”

“A teahouse.”

Asha shrugged.

“Oh,” Wren said, understanding dawning in his expression. “It’s a place you go and they serve you tea. They also have food if you’re hungry.”

“Why would they do that?”

Wren shook his head, confused. “To make money. You pay them for the tea and they give you a nice place to sit while you drink it.”

Asha reddened. “I have no money.”

Wren grinned. “That’s alright. I’ll get your tea. Wardsmen are well paid you know.”

Before Asha could summon the words to refuse the offer, he strode off towards the teahouse with a cheery, “Come on, Milady. I’m starving.”

***
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It didn’t take long before they were sitting on carpets on the front veranda of the teahouse. A large tree threw dappled shade across their table, upon which there was an exquisite steaming teapot and two small cups, along with a plate of honey-cakes. The old woman who ran the teahouse seemed to know Wren, although she called him darling in a familiar way instead of his name. She had casually made the sign of the Crimson to Asha when they had arrived, making Asha acutely aware of how shabbily she was dressed compared to the other patrons. Many of the other customers seemed to take an inordinate amount of interest as they had been shown to their table and Asha was bright red by the time she had settled herself.

“I’m so embarrassed!” she whispered fiercely to Wren. “Why did you bring me here?”

He shrugged. “What do you mean?”

“Look at me, I’m filthy. And I smell. And I have no money.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t worry about any of that. You’re a Crimson. Besides, you’re getting me out of latrine duty. Here, try the tea.”

So saying, he poured her a cup. It proved complex, earthy and delicious. After a while, Asha decided to ignore the other patrons who were still casting surreptitious glances her way, and just focus on the tea and food.

“Is it true that wardsmen are well paid?” she asked, around a mouthful of honey-cake.

“Actually, yes. It’s because of the danger I guess.”

“Danger? Here?”

“On the caravans. We have to perform caravan duty once a month for our first two years. I’ve got my first one next week, travelling to Regu’kama in the Valley and back. After that, I’ll be fully commissioned into the Ward.”

“The raiders are bad then?”

“They’re one of the problems, but the bigger one is the djinn. The trip takes two days with a cart, with only one warded place to stop half way. If you have an issue with the cart, or the dreben or there’s a storm and you’re delayed, you could end up out in the desert at night. Then if you’re found by a djinn, you’re dead.”

Asha swallowed her cake, her mouth gone suddenly dry. “That happens?”

Wren nodded soberly. “We lose about one wardsman a month.” He swallowed and then shook himself, laughing unconvincingly. “But not me.” He smiled grimly at her. “That’s why all the wardsmen are so jumpy, like today at the gatehouse. It’s also why they don’t really form strong bonds with each other until their caravan duty is over.”

She looked at him wide-eyed. “That’s awful,” she managed after a while. “Why do you do it? I mean, surely, being a trader’s son, you would be better off doing something with your father.”

He looked down at the table and said nothing.

To break the uncomfortable silence, Asha said, “What happens after you get commissioned?”

“Well, I’ll have two years on the caravans and general duties. After that, I get the opportunity to move to the detail covering the gates or the angels. Then, if things go well, I could end up in the Crimson Guard, like those guys with the Gate Wardens. They get to live at the Academy and move in the higher circles of society. And rub shoulders with your sisters.” He grinned.

She raised an eyebrow. “And the Captain? He’s in the Crimson Guard?”

“Oh yes, although you wouldn’t know it to look at him. Apparently, he was quite the hero back in the day. Don’t be fooled by his appearance, he’s a very powerful man.” 

They sat in silence for a while before Wren asked, “Asha, what did the captain mean when he said that your name meant Song of the Desert?”

The question took her off guard. She shrugged, feeling her face heating again. “It’s just a way to interpret my name. The Captain was being lyrical, not literal.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, in the language of my people, the Fesh’tihr, my name, Tihr’ashahirani is made up of Tihr, meaning desert, as you know. Then there’s Asha which literally means the sound that sand makes as it moves, the susurration of grains moving against one another, and Hirani, which is a gentle breeze. So together it means the movement and sound of the sand at the crest of a dune as the wind blows across the desert. Hence, the Song of the Desert.”

“That’s beautiful. What did he mean when he asked if you knew what it really meant?”

“Have you been in the deep desert, Wren, the Tihr?”

He shook his head.

“Well, when you travel there, you realise that the desert is an everchanging place. The dunes march across the Tihr creating, destroying and rebuilding the landscape. Nothing escapes their progress, even if it takes years, or decades, or centuries, everything succumbs. Even Pehgah, with its monstrous walls, will one day be swallowed by the sand. The dunes will one day become so vast, they will even claim this place. You can already see the build-up against the outside of the northern wall. The very nature of the desert and our world is formed and changed by the rhythm of the wind and sand. My name was given to me as a sign of change.”

“Something like the harbinger of change then?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s not quite that. It’s more the agent of change.”

As the silence stretched between them, she said, “My mother is a scholar of the old stories. I think she decided to instil her ambitions in me somehow through the name she gave me.”

“She thinks you’re going to change the world?” There was no incredulity in his question.

She shrugged. “What about you? What does Wren mean?”

It was his turn to shrug off a question. “A teller of tales perhaps.” He trailed off, caught in his own thoughts. It was obvious he did not want to talk about it.

Asha turned her attention to the gates. The scavengers had shucked much of their clothing by this time. One was revealed to be a scrawny middle-aged woman and the other was a young man. Both were filthy. They were walking off with the two well-dressed women in robes, hauling a small hand-cart behind them. Whatever was on it was covered in discarded clothing.

“Asha! Your....” Wren said, staring at her with wide eyes.

“What?” she asked, alarmed.

“Your... I’ve only just realised. Your tattoo has changed.”

She sighed. “It’s magic.” As though that was enough of an explanation.

“When you were in the gatehouse, the stems of the plants were covered in thorns. Now. Well. The thorns have gone and the flowers have bloomed!”

“The tattoo artist, my aunt, is a witch. A very famous artist. She added her magic to the work.”

“Why does it change?”

“It responds to my moods. It’s exasperating really. I can’t see it myself. The plants it depicts change slowly, almost too slow to notice if you aren’t paying attention. Tomorrow, it might be something else entirely. In a way, I carry a piece of Tash, my aunt, with me everywhere I go, but it’s the people I meet that witness the real beauty of her work.”

“That’s astonishing.”

“And annoying. It means I can’t hide my feelings from people who know me.”

“I had no idea that something like that was possible. That magic could do such a thing.”

“My uncle, Tash’s partner, has one on his chest that shows a crescent moon that wraps around a stylised picture of a heart that beats in rhythm with his own. My aunt’s full name is Tihr’pohtash, which means moonlight over the desert. She says, the tattoo represents her guarding his heart. It’s very sweet.” 

“I had no idea,” he repeated.

A gentle breeze swept across the square, bringing with it that sharp, fresh smell she had noticed earlier. It seemed to originate from the Archipelago gate. It really is like a doorway to another place, she thought, that such a thing as wind can pass directly through it.
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