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	Neperdu
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	Sex worker
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	Infant son of Tiamet







Shiimti






	Zizi Kataru

	Astra Ordott’s Code father






	The Zardusht

	The High Healer of Shiimti
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	Šàñál

	World Whirler






	Boranduhkt

	Beer-tent manager






	Salamu
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	Son of Salamu
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	Laam Vistason
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	Senior Officer; VC
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	Ahn Orson
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	Astra’s Shelter father; Code worker
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	Astra’s Shelter mother; Craft worker
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	Klor and Nimma’s Code daughter; killed in a Non-Lander nanobomb attack






	Peat

	Astra’s older Shelter brother [see also IMBOD]






	Yoki

	Astra’s Shelter brother; Sec Gen






	Meem

	Astra’s Shelter sister; Sec Gen (still at school)
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	Ahn’s partner, a relationship begun secretly and illegally in her teens; non-Sec Gen






	Dr Cora Pollen

	Code worker; political prisoner
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‘Oh Glorious Hoopoe,’ cried another bird,


‘I cannot come – have you not heard?


My heart’s held hostage here, my Love


an outlaw in the dunes, a blazing dove,


her face a torch that sears my wheat to waste –


and yet her absence fuels my haste


to heap the bonfire of my soul, stoke


the passions she provokes . . .


The Way is not for me; a cinder on the wind,


I am weak, unworthy, chaff to leave behind.’


‘Your suffering,’ said the Hoopoe, ‘is a game


you play against the clock. Time


will seize Love’s smile, grind her beauty into dust.


You cannot see the unseen prize: and yet now you must.’


from The Conference of the Birds


by Farid ud-Din Attar [c. 1110–1221]


author’s version







 


Her name is Istar. She is placeless. You will know her by these signs:


She will arise in the night, enchained by the light of a day that is dead. Young among the mighty, knowing among the innocent, with her first kiss she will appoint her vizier, the raven-haired Helpmeet of Harpies. Her chariot charged with the anger of ages, she will arrive resplendent at the House of Abundant Women. The Seer shall bless her, and she shall heal his warriors. Attended by the Prince of Shepherds, she will move like a mergallá over the windsands. She will greet her father, drink his beer, steal his [word missing] and her lustre will illume his alliance. Alone, she will fly to the ashlands and bury herself in the earth. When she arises the placeless ones shall be in all places, and all places shall sing glad hymns of welcome and of [word missing].


The Prophecy


[Fragments from cuneiform tablets c. 3250 BCE]




The Pale Plain


The plateau was as dry as a scab. Since leaving the stream they had passed no water, no bushes, just the odd withered clump of grass, parched and yellow like the soil that cracked in all directions out to the rim of the horizon. The sun was midway to its zenith in a cloudless sky, the shadow of the cart and horse shrinking like a puddle stain. Astra had left the shelter of the tarpaulin purely to pee behind a hump of black stunted rocks; there was no way on Gaia’s ill earth she was staying here.


‘Oh! This is . . .’ She grasped for ridiculous in Asfarian, settled for, ‘stupid. I am going too, Muzi, and that is THE END!’


Her hair was a crusty sponge, her skin measled with heat and coated with grime, and she stank; even her bum ached, and if she ate any more spelt porridge she’d turn grey. Right there, not even an hour’s ride east, so close she could almost see its friendly jumble of sun-baked cubes, feel the breeze from the palm trees waving a lush green welcome against the pale morning sky, was Lálsil, the oasis town she had been dreaming of for three jolting, rattling, sweating days and nights. Even more than the thought of buying dates and oranges at Lálsil’s famous market, drinking beer under its tasselled canopies, getting online, the engine driving her forward for the last twenty-four hours had been the promise of the town’s legendary steam bath: the vision of lying moist and shining on a marble slab under an ancient dome pierced with stars. She stepped back towards the cart.


Quick as a snake, Muzi blocked her, his lithe limbs everywhere she turned. ‘No, Astra. You stay here.’


She flung up her hands, clasped her head. ‘I need to wash, Muzi. And I have to email Photon. There’s a war on. We’ve got to keep in touch with Kadingir.’


‘Hello?’ Muzi waved his short arm in front of her face. ‘You famous now. You goddess, Astra. You Istar, ShareWorld queen. You want IMBOD spies see you?’


‘No one will see me. I’ll buy a . . . veil!’ She retrieved the word triumphantly, splaying her fingers over her face in case he didn’t know it. ‘Some of the Asfarian traders wear them, I know, I saw on Archivia—’


‘We no speak good Asfarian!’ His astonishing eyes dazzled with scorn. ‘I no good words; you no good accent.’


She glowered. He was right, and she knew it. Muzi’s Asfarian accent was excellent. He could do the throaty vowels that made her sound as if she’d swallowed a whole cat, let alone its hairball; the sharp trills her tongue floundered over like a soggy dishcloth. But he couldn’t speak a full correct sentence in the language if his life depended on it.


Nor could he strategise. Muzi wasn’t thinking this through. And he wasn’t even trying to discuss it all properly with her. Her anger flared again. ‘IMBOD could be hunting for you too. You’re just as easy to recognise as me. If it’s so dangerous, we need to stick together. Look. I’ll wear a veil and I won’t speak to anyone. You can say—’


Muzi leaned close. She could smell his musk, his dusty shirt, his breath, aniseed-scented from the twigs he chewed to clean his teeth. ‘If you go into Lálsil, Istar,’ he threatened in Somarian, ‘I’m going home.’


She understood perfectly. At the same time she no longer knew where she was, who this person in front of her was, his rare blue eyes glittering like patches of ice in hot earth. ‘You promise to help me,’ she hissed in his language. The tense was wrong, but a promise was timeless.


‘I told Photon I would take you to find your father.’ He tapped his chest, switched back to Asfarian. ‘I take. I guide. You follow. You no want follow – I go back Kadingir.’


She was speechless. She’d asked Muzi to be her guide, not her leader. And Photon was her friend, a man Muzi had met for an hour. But of course: the CONC driver was a man. For three days and nights she’d fought the temptation to kiss those finely arced lips. Now she wanted to punch them. Here in this lifeless plain all had become brutally clear: Muzi’s lean poise and keenness to help were not expressions of grace and restraint and consideration. They were deeply etched signs of arrogance – the bone-deep arrogance of a cocky, ill-educated, meat-eating patriarch.


She dug in her pocket, brandished her Tablette. ‘I have the money, remember. Who’s going to pay for the supplies if I stay here?’


He turned his back on her and, with that fluid ease that would never again make her heart shiver like a moonlit meadow, leapt back up into the driver’s seat. ‘You keep money,’ he tossed from the shade of the tarpaulin, a lord granting a boon. ‘I trade.’


She thought he was going to take the reins and drive off, but he slung his bag over his shoulder, hopped into the back and began dumping blankets, dishes, cutlery, the spelt sack – everything they owned – out onto the ground. Fear shot through her. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Cart no good now. I trade for camel. No want trader see we travelling two.’


‘What?’ Yet another decision he was taking without her. ‘Camels are expensive. And we can’t both ride one. We need to talk about this, Muzi.’


She had raised her voice. Sisi snorted and stamped. Muzi shot her a reproachful look. ‘Camel good for carrying. Good in sandstorm. Not eat or drink much. We walk.’


She stomped to the back of the cart, to yell without disturbing the horse. ‘Are you crazy? You want to walk the rest of the way? That’s suicidal, Muzi. That’s the most preposterous plan I’ve ever heard. It’s not even a plan. It is NOT A PLAN. It is the absolute absence of a plan. It demonstrates the fundamental non-existence of the capacity to plan.’


She was shouting in Gaian now, shouting and sputtering, not caring that he didn’t understand. He just had to get that he was an idiot, as thick as the Precambrian layer. She had the CONC map on her Tablette; they both knew that it was at least a week’s journey to Shiimti. Walking all the way would take two or three times longer, if they got there at all. They’d get blisters if they walked, risk exhaustion. They might get sunstroke, get lost, stop being able to make sense of the compass in her watch, start going round in circles. They might die. She boiled over, steaming and pacing as Muzi emptied the cart. Loads of people travelled with horses and carts on the Belt roads. She had seen photos. They could buy barrels of water; that was what the cart was for. They could wait out any storm; shelter the horse beneath the tarp if necessary. Muzi was a sheepherder and scrap-metal merchant from Kadingir. Had he ever owned a camel? Ever gone to Shiimti before? No? Well then, it was better to stick to the beast he knew. She shouted louder and louder, pacing and flailing, until Muzi jumped down in front of her and blazed in her face in Somarian, ‘The horse and the cart are mine. I’m trading them for a camel or I’m going home.’


‘You—’ She clenched her fists.


Muzi’s eyes flashed blue fire.


She stepped back, thrust her hands in her pockets. Suddenly she felt as drained as the sallow yellow grass on this barren plain. Technically, the horse and cart belonged to Muzi’s father and uncle. Thanks to her, Kingu and Gibil and their wives and children were in an IMBOD jail. Thanks to her too, Muzi’s grandmother was dead. Uttu had been killed for the crime of inviting Astra to lunch.


‘Okay,’ she muttered, crushing a lump of soil beneath her boot heel. ‘Go without me. Get a camel.’ Her temple was pulsing. If she wasn’t careful she would bring on one of her headaches. She had been taking her medication, but she wasn’t used to spending time in the sun. Or having screaming fights with a man who didn’t listen to a word she said.


‘Is only way, Astra. You see.’


‘Be careful,’ she insisted. ‘You’ve got to wear sunglasses, and your CONC hand. And you should get a pair of gloves to hide it.’


She hadn’t ever mentioned his prosthesis before. He hardly wore the clunky old thing, but surely he understood that a one-handed youth with broken sapphires for eyes would stand out nearly everywhere in Non-Land.


‘No worry, Astra. I keep safe.’ He took his flask from his bag, filled it from the water barrel Photon had given them and set it down by the rocks. The barrel was nearly empty. ‘This water for you. I get more in Lálsil.’


He was really going. Really leaving her here. Really selling the horse.


‘What about the dream-catcher? You’re not going to trade that, are you?’


Muzi frowned. It was the first time she’d seen him concede a point. He walked to the front of the cart and regarded the old propeller fan he’d mounted there, three rook feathers tied by thread to the cage. He took his knife from his shirt pocket, cut the feathers free and offered them to her.


‘We keep dreams. I take catcher to money-lend stall. One day I buy back.’


The feathers that had danced in the air as the cart jolted over the plain lay like three black blades in her palm. ‘We’d better come back,’ she grumbled, slipping them into a cargo pocket. ‘One day I want to go to the Lálsil bath house.’


‘You no need bath.’ He grinned. ‘You smell like scrubland.’


‘I’m serious. I’m filthy. Buy me some soap, Muzi. And a washcloth and a hat. And as much water as the camel can carry. Promise?’


‘Camel spit lots. Is good shower, you see.’


She didn’t answer for fear of losing her temper again. If he’d kept the cart, he could have brought barrels of water back. And this was goodbye to the horse. She couldn’t even trust Muzi would find a good carer – she couldn’t bring herself even to think ‘owner’ – for Sisi. Muzi’s family hadn’t even given the beast a name. When she’d asked, he’d laughed and replied ‘Sisi’: looking it up on her Tablette, she’d discovered the word meant horse in Somarian. She stroked the creature’s soft whuffly nose, whispered, ‘I’m sorry I yelled, Sisi. I’m sorry Muzi’s trading you. Thank you for bringing me this far. Thank you.’


High in the driver’s seat, Muzi waited for her to finish.


‘Make sure she goes to a good person,’ she ordered. ‘And email Photon. Tell him to send someone to meet us in Pútigi. Someone who knows the best route to Shiimti. Don’t forget the soap. And Muzi.’ She tugged his sleeve. ‘Find out the names of the Sec Gens who’ve been killed. Make a list for me, please.’


His lip curled, as if in disbelief or disgust. To him, the Security Generation Gaians were monsters, cannibals, nothing but huge Coded fighting machines. One had killed Uttu, snapped his grandmother’s neck as easily as cracking a knuckle.


‘Please, Muzi. I just need to know if my brother is alive.’


‘I do everything we need. You make tent with blanket. Rest. I back evening. No worry.’


That was easy for him to say. She gazed around the plain. Even if there was somewhere to run to, in the heat of the day she wouldn’t get far.


‘What if someone comes?’


‘No one come. Nothing here: no water, no hunting, no plant. I go back to stream, cover tracks. No one follow.’


The stream was an hour north. She understood now why he had insisted on leading the horse down it for so long. At the time she’d been grateful to walk in the cool water, barefoot beneath the delicate canopy of sunrise and into the morning. The idea, she had thought, had been to approach Lálsil carefully, keeping out of sight as long as possible. They should have had this conversation much earlier. If she’d known what he had in mind, she would have washed in the stream.


‘Anyone could come,’ she persisted. ‘Then what do I do?’


‘No one come, Astra. We travel three days. See no one. Everyone travel on road.’


‘Everyone except bandits.’


He rolled his eyes but handed her his knife.


‘Stab throat first, then heart.’


She snatched at the weapon before he could retract it. ‘I still can’t believe this. You’re leaving me to kill someone all by myself.’


‘I kill next bandit. Promise.’


It wasn’t funny. ‘What if you not come back?’


He wrapped the rein around his short arm. ‘I coming back, Astra.’


‘How do you know?’ Her fear, at last, seemed to reach him. He stared at the horizon, for the first time since they’d stopped the cart, giving her a moment’s thought. ‘If I no come back,’ he ordered, ‘walk back to stream tonight. Follow water to road. Go to Lálsil Treatment Ward and call Photon. CONC look after you. Okay?’


All that was do-able. She swallowed. ‘Okay.’


He nodded, then clicked the horse into motion. With a lumbering creak, the cart rolled out in the direction of the stream.


*


As she had been all morning, the horse was twitchy. Her ears pricked at nothing he could hear and uncharacteristically she strained at the reins. He hadn’t wanted to give Astra an excuse to come with him, but that meant a bad storm was gathering. Not today; the sky was too pale – probably tomorrow morning, tonight at the earliest. It was vital to get the camel today. Astra would see.


To keep her fresh for her market paces, he held the horse to no more than a fast walk, the cart jangling over the parched ground, its only cargo now him, his bag and the bits of scrap metal and old tools he’d brought from Kadingir as currency. Thinking of the good trading ahead, he brightened: today, for the first time in his life, he would be a wealthy man. The largest of the oasis towns and the final stop on the Asfar road, Lálsil boasted the biggest market in Non-Land; most Asfarian traders went no further into the Belt – having travelled for a week, they preferred to let the Non-Landers flock to them. But other than livestock and their own labour, most Non-Landers didn’t have much to bargain with. Many simply paid Asfarians to take them south in their caravans and find them jobs in the cities and towns of the Gulf. Some stayed; others returned with a wife, a husband, a car, bags of coin, determined to set up one of Non-Land’s rare successful businesses. For the region did have its specialities. The oasis women’s weaving cooperatives were famed for their detailed designs, wild herbs from the non-toxic areas of the scrublands were esteemed for their flavour and medicinal minerals from the Chott were in demand as a cure for conditions from asthma to heart disease. People sold these luxury goods for next to nothing in Lálsil and in return the Asfarians charged outrageous prices for stale sweets, factory-loomed robes and last year’s Tablettes. Prices were even higher in Pútigi and choice more limited; another reason to do his trading here. He would have explained all that to Astra, but she hadn’t been listening to reason and he needed to get to market in good time, before all the best camels were gone.


At the stream he got out of the cart and walked the horse over the slippery pebbles, back north to the place they had joined it. From there, he set off at a southerly angle. It was a necessary detour. If he was unlucky and an N-LA police van stopped him as he joined the road, the wheel tracks would back up his story: he was travelling from Kadingir to escape the war, and had gone to the stream to let his horse drink. He was glad he had nothing in the cart. Some of the Non-Land Alliance police officers were the biggest bandits on the roads.


‘And how did you know there was a stream?’ He rehearsed the interrogation – Astra’s pelting questions were good practice. ‘I’ve been to Lálsil before with my father,’ was the easy answer, because it was true. He had come to Lálsil when he was nine, on one of his father and uncle’s annual trading trips. They’d left Kadingir with a cartload of scrap metal and sheep fleeces and returned with tools, spices, beeswax candles, skeins of dyed wool, fancy buttons and threads and, best of all, tales to tell Kishar, his best friend. It had been the biggest adventure of his life: travelling down on the long road, watching the grassy scrubland slowly thin to this pale flaking emptiness; arriving at night, sleeping in the cart, waking to spend the next day immersed in the heaving market, its stalls, unlike their drab counterparts in Kadingir, heaped with treasures: fruits he had never heard of, let alone tasted, cloths in which all the tints of the rainbow were interwoven with silver and gold; barrels of spice, shelves of incense, glass cabinets of perfume. He had stuck close to Kingu and Gibil, drinking cinnamon lassi as they bartered, sipping tea after tea as the traders gradually reduced their outrageous prices to sums two sheep farmers could afford; at last, when all the business was done, taking an evening stroll around the broad green oasis pool, watching the camels drink. Camels in Kadingir had moulting hides and ribs you could play music on; camels in Lálsil were living temples, huge, shaggy-haired beasts adorned with bright woollen blankets, their harnesses dripping with pompoms and bells. He had wanted one ever since.


His mother wouldn’t let him go back to Lálsil the next year. Stories had been heard about a new type of trader, seemingly friendly and generous Asfarians who would invite a man for a beer, then slip a potion in the drink, a chemical to make his heart happy but his eyes heavy, a potion that drove him into a sleep so deep that when he woke up in a ditch on the outskirts of town, his cart, horse, moneybag, children and wife were already halfway to the Dragon’s Gorge. N-LA had investigated, and eventually a gang of beer-tent owners were arrested – corrupt Non-Landers who had been taking a cut of the slavers’ profit – but you still heard occasional tales of young men and women disappearing, never to be heard of again. It was a good thing he hadn’t told Astra that.


Thinking of his family, he peered out from the shade of the tarp, cast his gaze upwards. The thin morning haze was burning off: just keep going and your mind will clear, the sky-god was saying. That was good advice. If he thought too much about what IMBOD might be doing to his family, what that Sec Gen had done to Uttu, he would lose his way, fall down a deep crevice inside himself, perhaps never get out. Kingu had told him that too: when IMBOD takes a prisoner, they capture all his family’s hearts. At such times, you must not give in to fear. Instead you must nurture your resolve.


He felt stronger recalling that phrase. It meant to do all you could to stay strong and focused – both on the tasks at hand and on the future victory. His job right now was clear: to guide Astra to her father. Then he would focus on freeing his family. There were powerful people in Shiimti, he knew, healers in close communication with the gods: another good reason to travel all the way there.


At noon, the road came into sight, a pale raked line across the plain, traversed by a steady stream of cars and carts. He frowned. The traffic was heavier than he had expected: people must be fleeing Kadingir, not a good sign. But he was in luck: no N-LA van, and the road was in good repair. He joined the flow, rumbling along between carts stashed high with furniture and sacks, and soon Lálsil was glimmering like a mirage to the south: a floating vision of golden buildings and dark trees crowned by the town’s ancient bath-house dome, solar towers and Tablette mast. His spirits rose. If he did all his trading quickly, he’d have time for a steam and a good meal before heading back.


There was more traffic in the outskirts, taxis and minibuses raising dust that got up his nose. There was far more to see, too, the road lined with blue CONC-issue tents, goatskin shelters, screenposters, a straggle of stalls selling water and beer, fruit juice and roasted beans, deep-fried chickpea balls and lamb skewers, anything you were hankering for after a long journey, or might need for sustenance on the way home. He was thirsty, but didn’t stop. The smell of roast goat wafting over from an old woman’s stall made his mouth water; that would have to do until he got to the market.


The horse clopped past the first building, a mud-brick grocery shop with a red awning. Beyond rose a honeycomb of businesses and dwellings, the walls festooned with washing lines. Ahead was a red light and the traffic came to a halt, battered taxis jammed up against laden handcarts, women in white and gold veils sailing through the vehicles, beggars tugging at sleeves, raggedy boys offering bags of nuts to the incomers. The driver of the cart beside him was swatting away a pleading hand; his children were perched on the family’s baggage as if guarding it from thieves.


Muzi didn’t remember Lálsil being like this. He glanced back at his meagre load. It was unlikely, but a swarm of those street kids . . . He took advantage of the stalled traffic to hop into the back and chuck his best tools into the front. The horse tossed its head and whinnied as he took up the reins again. ‘Shhh,’ he soothed, though he felt anything but calm himself. At this rate it would take hours to get to the market. Then a bright flash caught his eye and he forgot his hurry. Mounted on the wall of a squat apartment block was a wallscreen ad for retired racing camels.


It was a video of the sort he and Kishar had watched a thousand times without getting bored, betting imaginary coin on the results, keeping a running score of debts to be paid in thumps and their mothers’ date biscuits. Transfixed, he gazed at a line of beasts lurching out of the starting gates then pounding for glory, mouths foaming, robot jockeys swathed in bright cloths mounted like second humps on their backs – humps with whips controlled by the camel owners, who were hanging out of the windows of their cars on the road running inside the track. It was a great race: for ages two beasts ran neck and neck, and then in the very last moments a beast with a red jockey pulled in front and vanquished them both. The kids in the next cart erupted, a mix of triumph and dismay, the mother turning to yell at them just as the older sister punched her little brother in the arm. Muzi grinned. The red light turned green and the traffic moved on, but his thoughts lingered on the race.


Kishar’s brother had a car, as did many youths in Kadingir, but camels at home were just pack beasts. Racers were temperamental, his father had told him; the animals had spent their lives being lashed to go fast and required a strong hand. They were also unreliable, frequently suffering from arthritis or gastric problems. And for all their issues, they were expensive, sold mainly in Non-Land to the breeding farms that lined the Lower Belt Road. No, he told himself firmly, an Asfarian camel would be a foolish investment. Perhaps, though, if there was time, he could go and have a quick look at the racers.


Impatient again, he considered the side streets. They were less crowded, but he didn’t want to risk getting lost. The horse shied at a chicken on the road. He frowned. She had never been this jittery in Kadingir. The sooner he traded her, the better. First though, he had an important stop to make in the market.


He didn’t just need a camel and supplies. He also needed advice. As well as urgent questions about market rates, he had serious enquiries to make about travelling in the desert: what equipment was required, if there were impassable ridges, how to survive the storm that was coming. To get answers to those questions, he needed to see the man Kingu and Gibil said was the most generous and knowledgeable trader in all of Non-Land – the Karkish ironmonger with the sign of the tree of ten fruits hanging outside his shop.


He knew what Astra would say about this plan. Loudly, over and over again, like rain drumming on a roof: his family’s disappearance might be on the news. IMBOD spies could be looking for him. With his blue eyes and short arm Muzi was distinctive. He would have to ask the trader not to talk about him; tell him why. It’s too risky, Muzi. Too risky. Astra worried too much. But . . . He reached into his bag and pulled on his CONC hand. The Council of New Continents could only afford cheap prostheses and his would fool no one, but Astra’s idea had been a good one: he would buy a pair of gloves to disguise it. Even if his family’s names were on the news, the greybeard would surely not connect just another blue-eyed Non-Lander youth with a small boy he’d met once, ten years ago, who’d sat eating date-filled pastries while his father and uncle haggled over pots and pans and candlestick holders.


Pushing on down the hot main road, he smelled the oasis before he saw it, a moist bloom in the air, hinting of vegetation and animal dung. Then the road forked and he was in the shade at last, circling a wide pool fringed with trees, shrieking children running down to splash in its lush green waters, people leading horses and camels to sip from the edge. He took a deep breath. It was a miracle, this open, giving, earth-bowl of water, fed by the only unpoisoned aquifer in Non-Land.


The market was also as he remembered it: a crescent of concentric roads, cafés and beer tents lining the shore of the pool, a clutter of signs and screenposters announcing the hardware, produce and clothing stalls behind, the livestock pens out to the back. He pulled over and joined a queue for the pool. Before he sold it, the horse needed to drink. And he needed time to think. If he remembered correctly, the greybeard’s stall was in the second road before the livestock pens. There were parking lots at the rear of the market too, where, for a coin, a man would make sure no one stole your horse or bedding. He hadn’t got a coin, but he would show the man his tools, explain that he was going to trade them, would pay when he got back. He’d sell the tools first, then check the news, and after that he would go and have a cup of tea from the greybeard’s famous samovar.


Astra didn’t understand: the risk of his father’s old friend betraying them was like the chance of being killed by a flea bite compared to the dangers ahead. He tugged at the horse, climbed back into the cart and entered the teeming market.


*


Muzi was gone, not even a speck on the horizon any more. Astra laid his blanket on the soil, draped hers over the rocks, took off her boots and crawled into the makeshift tent. This was not a good day. Men might come, bandits, Asfarian traders or even IMBOD officers. Is-Land’s Ministry of Border Defence was not allowed to enter Non-Land without permission but that hadn’t stopped IMBOD from sending a secret team into Kadingir to kidnap and kill Muzi’s family. She opened his knife, a black-handled switchblade curved like a flame, and placed it at the base of a rock, ready to grab in a flash. Between the rocks, where she didn’t have to look at it, she placed Muzi’s water flask. Hers was plain metal; his was covered in goatskin, some poor animal killed and flayed for needless decoration. He hadn’t cared when she talked to him about that either, she thought moodily. Then she put her boots back on. She might have to kick a man in the groin before she stabbed him in the throat. She lay in the shade, sipping from her water flask, alert to every flicker of light over the plain. As the sun rose, her fear subsided: any sensible bandits would be bedding down soon for siesta. But despite the silence and emptiness of the wide-open plain, she didn’t feel peaceful. She felt dirty. Dirty inside.


She had a right to be angry. Maybe she was too easily recognised, maybe Muzi had no choice but to leave her in this desiccated wasteland, but he’d made two major decisions without consulting her, and browbeaten her with the threat of going home. His refusal to recognise her as an equal partner in their journey was infuriating. Even so, she had to be honest with herself. Her emotions were threatening to run out of control. She shouldn’t have shouted like that; it was embarrassing to remember, and a little bit frightening.


She took her bottle of headache pills from her trouser pocket. Maybe her bad temper was a lingering symptom of the pain-ball or the grey wave, the punishing pains IMBOD’s memory treatment had left her with. She swallowed the pill. But her stomach still felt lined with grime. She had no excuse. She wasn’t getting the pain-ball or grey wave any more; that violent fit wasn’t IMBOD’s fault, it was hers. At one point she’d wanted to hit Muzi. What if she had? Tears sprang to her eyes. At the start of this journey she’d liked Muzi. A lot. They’d been close. Now he was being cold and demanding, and she’d come to the edge of an unforgivable meltdown.


She wiped her eyes and stared out miserably over the heat haze warping the plain. She had been stupid, that was the problem. She had expected too much, read far too much into Muzi’s surface courtesy. He had charmed her the day they met, lighting her birthday candle and laughing off his family’s attempts at matchmaking. And though the last thing she’d wanted to do was get married to anyone, somehow she’d left his house tending a spark of attraction. The next time she’d seen him, he was crying over the body of his grandmother, Uttu’s neck broken by a Sec Gen in punishment for being Astra’s friend. Rather than blame Astra, Muzi had volunteered to help her find her father. It had seemed the only way forward, as though they were meant to be together. Bitter sorrow washed over her. The journey had simply created the illusion of togetherness.


On the first day, united by grief, she and Muzi had done things for each other – she’d made daisy chains for his neck, her wrist, the horse; he’d picked wild rocket to supplement their porridge. Through these simple deeds, they had taught each other necessary words. There’d been comfort in his presence, something like hope in his agile beauty. At times she’d wanted to touch him so much it hurt, but he had kept his distance. ‘Astra no my wife. Brother sister,’ Muzi had told Photon at Uttu’s grave, and he had meant it. She was an idiot if she thought otherwise. He was just doing what he saw as his duty: their conversation about the flask had proved that.


She couldn’t keep watching him drink from it without saying something. ‘Why didn’t you use felt?’ she’d asked as they bumped over a rocky stretch of scrubland in the dusk. ‘Then you not have to kill goat.’


It had been too difficult to explain ‘felt’. Muzi had laughed as she mimed shearing a sheep, but shrugged and flicked the horse on. Near midnight they’d stopped to camp, and as Muzi got a pot of grains cooking on the fire, she’d checked her Tablette. Without an internet signal they couldn’t use instantaneous translation, and her pre-loaded Asfarian-Somarian dictionaries were proving invaluable.


‘Felt’ in Somarian was síg gazumaka. Muzi considered it, then typed into the search box, using the bony corner of his stump to shift the keyboard. Practically everything you might think a person needed two hands to do, Muzi managed perfectly well with one. In the glow of the fire, their heads nearly touching, she’d followed his finger.


The Somarian word kuš, she learned, meant leather or hide. He raised his palm, searched again, concluded . . . ‘Darí’.


She squinted at the definition in the firelight. ‘Eternal? It’s the animal’s skin, Muzi, not its soul!’


He pointed again. Darí had a second meaning, a word she didn’t know in Asfarian. She had to open another dictionary to look it up in Gaian. ‘“Durable”,’ she read.


Muzi sat back against his hump of blankets, folded his arms behind his head and whistled, a cheeky chirp of success. She’d laughed, the argument had dissolved and the night air had shimmered like water between them, warm water she wanted to swim through, straight into his arms.


Afraid of humiliating herself, offending him, trampling all over Somarian courtship rituals like a cow in heat, she had busied herself with stirring the pot. Later, when she’d cried again over Uttu, Muzi had wrapped a blanket round her shoulders, then sat a couple of metres away, staring into the fire. After her sobs had subsided he had said in Somarian, his face a dance of shadows and flame, ‘We will find your father, Astra. Then we will find the Sec Gen. I know his face. He killed my grandmother. I will kill him.’


She had hugged her knees, stared silently into the flames. She’d wanted to tell Muzi not to take vengeance on the Sec Gen, but she couldn’t. He might think she was defending her fellow Gaians; that she cared more about them than she did about Uttu. But that wasn’t true, not at all. Suddenly, she was afraid, so scared of losing him she couldn’t speak. Hearing his vow, she had felt a twist in the chain around her throat – that invisible choker of losses cinched round her neck, each thin ring linked to the next, one after another, stretching back to before she was even born. Sheba, her Shelter sister; Hokma, her Shelter mother; the Owleons, Helium and Silver: all dead. Nimma, her other Shelter mother, cold and cut off, her heart turned against Astra; Peat, her Shelter brother, glimpsed in a convoy, his face hard as rock, utterly changed from the joyful boy she had grown up with; Klor, her Shelter father, the only one who still loved her, forbidden to contact her. She had lost her family too, and Uttu, who had cared for her, and she could not bear to lose Muzi as well.


But that was not all. The lock on her tongue was forged not only of fear. From the moment she had seen Muzi cradling his grandmother’s body, she had known Uttu’s death was her fault. Photon and Muzi had told her she was wrong, but staring into the fire that night she accepted it fully. Uttu’s death was the result of her being born wrong, a Non-Gaian, cursed to cause suffering to everyone she loved. More than afraid, she was ashamed: ashamed of dragging Muzi into the ever-tightening circle of pain that was her life. Ever since then, she had been on edge. And here now, alone in the wilderness, sticky with dirt inside and out, she understood why. Calm, brisk and capable, Muzi was doing his duty. She was spinning out of control, lashing out at him just like she did at everyone around her. She was violent, sick with it, had been for a long time, long before IMBOD’s memory treatment.


More tears spilled down her cheeks as she acknowledged the truth at last: she was in Non-Land as a result of her own actions. She had inflicted a punishment on Ahn for Hokma’s death, hurled those Kezcams at his groin in a spasm of hatred and rage. Ahn had lost his virility. She had killed a vital part of him – killed his children before they were even conceived, and that action had set IMBOD against her. Then instead of taking Klor’s advice and going to New Zonia, she had insisted on coming to Non-Land. She’d said she wanted to meet her Non-Lander Birth father, but really, she knew, she had wanted to keep fighting IMBOD. For a long time she had been glad she’d hurt Ahn, had revelled in her revenge, polished the memory of her deed like a secret jewel. Ahn had betrayed Hokma, his former Gaia partner. He and Samrod Blesserson – Hokma’s own Code brother – had done deals with IMBOD, had let Hokma be killed in jail in order to prevent her testifying in court to their own misdeeds. A man who could connive to kill his own Gaia partner shouldn’t be allowed to reproduce. There shouldn’t be any more Ahns in this world. She’d only regretted not being able to take down Blesserson too.


But wounding Ahn hadn’t been a glorious victory. That decision had resulted in Uttu’s murder, added another link to the death chain, wrapping it higher and tighter round her neck. It was no longer a matter of just trying to remove the chain: she had to accept that she had helped create it. The stifling heat in the tent was a cool breeze compared to the searing guilt running through her, a laceration cutting deeper than the brand IMBOD had burned between her legs. Her guilt was a mark no laser-surgeon could ever remove. The headaches, the painful tracker IMBOD implanted in her brand, were just freckles compared to the disease she was riddled with. Just as much as the Sec Gens, she was a killing machine. She stared out at the cracked landscape, riven by despair. There was no way home. She did not know how to break the chain of death. She was travelling to find her father as if Zizi might help her, but for all she knew she would just turn him into another link in the stranglehold.


She sat looking out at the wasteland for a long time, wishing she could take off her clothes, walk out under the broiling sun, without water, towards the horizon and never come back. But she couldn’t do that. Killing herself was a fantasy, that was all. She had been in this state of mind before, on the roof of the CONC compound, and she had vowed then not to do IMBOD’s job for them. She also couldn’t do that to Muzi.


She kicked at the rocks with her boot, splashed the last of her water on her hands, rubbed her face hard. Stood up outside, jumped up and down, returned to the tent, glugged water from Muzi’s flask. She must try and control the disease that she was, try and stay calm and reasonable, even when Muzi was being pig-headed, because it wasn’t fair to take all the blame for every fight they had. Muzi was difficult too. She stuffed his flask back between the rocks. He really didn’t care about animals. What about yesterday morning?


She hadn’t wanted to go through the bone maze. The place was terrifying, enchanted, a warning, of what she didn’t know. They had been travelling all night through the scrubland, flatter and drier than it was near Kadingir, but still sparsely covered with shrubs and grass. As the horizon began to glow a fierce pink, and they moved towards the strange saturated colour, the high, sweet sound of birdsong filled the air. Birds. She had made Muzi stop and listen as the morning light cast insectoid shadows across the pale earth and the trilling song became a deafening cackle. Then they saw it was not the soil or stones catching the sun’s rays. They were standing at the edge of a vast bleached field of bones: rib cages, skulls, femurs, pelvises, scattered like smashed crockery, as far as the eye could see.


‘Ancestors,’ she whispered at last. ‘From the Old World.’


‘Ancestor spirits gone now,’ Muzi said. ‘Birds come, clean the air.’


The birds were darting from skull to skull, small dumpy brown balls, piping their tiny hearts out. ‘Wrens,’ she breathed. Wrens had nested in the woods around Or, delighted her with their fearless voices. Here in this treeless place she clutched at their beauty as if their song was a bright flying carpet that might carry her over this bleached battleground, open grave, bombsite – whatever terrible fate it was the ancestors had met.


‘Uttu tell me this bird,’ Muzi said at last. ‘Wren is brother and sister energy. Is making welcome to us.’


She decided to believe him, had to: the bone field was too big to travel around. They progressed slowly, taking turns to walk ahead of the cart, but though they cleared a path through the stark, appalling clutter as well as possible, she flinched every time the cart wheels crunched. And as they moved, the mystery of the place deepened. The ancestors’ clothes had long ago decayed or blown away, but occasionally the curved sole of a boot broke the soil. Soldiers wore boots, but some of the skeletons were children. The babies were the hardest to accept, trapped in the white embraces of their mothers. And though she had to, in order not to step on them, it was difficult to look at the skulls. Some were cleanly pierced by bullet holes, some smashed into fragments, others grinned up at her, whole.


She couldn’t ask questions of the bones, or answer their stares. She could only empty her mind like the skulls were empty, except for those that sheltered nests, the wrens shrill with fury as she moved them aside. At last they neared the other side. Muzi was walking, she had the reins. Ahead was open soil, a few shrubs. Just before they reached it, Muzi stopped, pointed down at the soil, waved her over. She drew up the cart, jumped down. He was pointing at tracks. Something with small claws and a fat body had been sliding by.


‘A lizard!’ An intense euphoria rose to fill the hollow spaces grief and guilt and fear had carved within her. An animal lived here. The first wild animal she had seen evidence of since she left Is-Land. They had crossed the dry white sea of death and arrived at the shore of new life. For a precious, desperate moment, it was as if she had a chance, as if the entire Earth was being reborn and she could be renewed with it. She spread her arms, spun round to hug Muzi. He was at the back of the cart, taking out a trowel. She watched him dig a hole. It took her a moment to understand.


‘It’s a wild creature, Muzi,’ she stormed, ‘maybe the only one in the whole of Non-Land. You can’t kill it.’


‘In Kadingir, no wild creature,’ he corrected. ‘In scrublands, many urchin lizards.’ He rubbed his stomach. ‘We buy in market sometimes. Roast. Very delicious.’


‘You don’t have to eat meat, Muzi. We have a whole bag of spelt and we can buy trail mix in Lálsil.’


He was striding back to the cart, ripping off a piece of the box cardboard they slept on. She pounded after him, switched to Somarian. ‘When Uttu invite me lunch you not eat meat.’


‘Was your birthday.’ Ignoring her blatant attempt to invoke the moral authority of his grandmother, he continued in Asfarian, ‘Now is long journey. Many days. Must eat meat.’ With his knife, he cut a slit in the cardboard. ‘Uttu take me to market, Astra. When I little boy. We buy lizards together, talk to traders. They tell me how to make trap. Uttu say one day I make one too.’


There had been no rejoinder to that. They had stopped to rest and she had slept as far away as possible from him, and when they’d woken up she’d busied herself with Sisi. From Muzi’s ‘ha’ of delight, she knew the trap had worked. She’d kept her back turned as he slaughtered his prey and stashed it somewhere in the cart.


Remembering the trap now, cold anger crawled over her. Muzi had left her in the middle of nowhere with a murdered lizard. Unless he’d taken it to town to trade, the corpse must be in one of the bags piled outside the entrance to the rock tent. She got to her knees, shuffled out of the blanket tent into the blinding sun and began digging through the bags. Muzi might be right about some things; she was right about others. This was her journey too, and she wasn’t going to let Muzi eat that lizard. It was one of Gaia’s creatures and she was going to bury it, like she, Muzi and Photon had buried Uttu. She might be a violent, terrible person, incapable of loving anyone or being loved, but she could at least try to protect innocent animals. Burying animals wasn’t a Gaian tradition, but this was different. If she had to pound a hole in this hard earth with her elbows, she was going to hide that lizard from its killer.


*


‘Ya, Muzi!’ Doron raised his glass of frothy beer. ‘Here’s to your first camel, nephew. May she race you to Asfar, and when this war is over, back to Lálsil again!’


Muzi clinked glasses. After all Doron had done for him it would have been incredibly rude not to buy the man a drink.


‘To my uncle in Lálsil,’ he toasted in return. ‘And to your father, may the gods guide his way.’ The old man had died a few months ago, which was sad, but also diminished the worry of being associated with any news that might be released about Kingu and Gibil’s disappearance. Doron, the greybeard’s middle-aged son, had returned from Asfar to take over the business, and to him Muzi was just another kid from Kadingir – an orphan heading out to find work in Asfar, and hoping for some advice from an old man he vaguely remembered.


All in all, there was little reason to think anyone was looking for him. He had popped into a Tablette tent before the ironmonger’s, and his family’s kidnapping hadn’t made the news, not even the Nagu community newsletter. He had sat and thought about that for a while. Photon knew IMBOD had taken his family and stolen their sheep and, like Astra, Photon was a CONC officer. The Council of New Continents was supposed to mediate disputes between the Is-Land Ministry of Border Defence and the Non-Land Alliance; Astra had said that Photon would have told Major Thames, the CONC Compound Director, what had happened; also that Major Thames would help them get justice for Uttu. But for some reason, that hadn’t happened.


The Major might not care about his family, he considered. Or they (the Major was a manwoman person, and in Somarian it was easiest to call such people ‘they’) might have decided it was better that IMBOD thought no one knew what the Sec Gens had done. The story was easy to hide: war was raging in Kadingir, people were fleeing the city, and even if his neighbours discovered that the house had been ransacked, and piles of human shit left on the wreckage, right now that wasn’t big news.


Yes, he could relax now, celebrate the purchase with Doron, perhaps even have a steam bath before he went back to Astra. He peeled off his gloves and stuffed them in his bag. It felt silly wearing gloves to drink beer, and Doron had already seen him without his CONC hand, when he’d taken it off to say goodbye to the horse. He had always liked the way the horse snuffled his wrist.


‘If he has a camel like yours in the world to come, Muzi, my father will be three times around Paradise by now.’ Doron lifted his glass to the camel, which was tied to a tree across the street from the beer garden. ‘A shame we didn’t have longer to barter, but you paid a fair price. Your beast is like a divorced woman, Muzi – a little over-worked, but her legs are still good and she’ll be grateful for some kindness the second time round.’


Muzi grinned at the joke. The Karkish man spoke excellent Somarian: he had worked with Somarians in a hotel in Asfar, he said, and ended up marrying the head housekeeper. That history was a boon to Muzi. Between what Doron said was his duty to his wife’s tribe, and his delight in Muzi’s vague memories of his father, the man had taken him under his wing, and more like a long-lost son than a nephew.


It was shady under the canopy. He pushed his sunglasses on top of his head. ‘I couldn’t have bought her without you.’


It was true. Doron was a gift from the sky-god. ‘A pack beast?’ he’d scoffed with an elaborate hand-twist as Muzi explained his plans. ‘You’ve come all the way to Lálsil, nephew, you want to buy a decent racer.’ He’d closed up his shop and taken Muzi to the Asfarian market, where he’d first ensured Muzi got top price for his horse and cart, and then put umpteen camels through their paces. Doron had made the beasts sit down and stand up; he’d checked their foot pads and hides, pulled ropes through their noses, leaping aside if the beast tried to bite. He was a nimble leaper for a fat man – and an astute camel buyer. The mare he’d chosen had passed all the tests except one, but Doron said if Muzi tied her blankets carefully, the ulcers on her flanks would soon heal. She had certificates too, never an outright race-winner, but in her prime she’d always placed in the top ten. A breeder, she was, Doron had declared: a long-term investment, only eight years old and ripe to give a calf every two years.


‘You’ve got some coin left?’ Doron lowered his voice.


Muzi shrugged.


The trader, stocky and balding, his beard dark and patchy where his father’s had been a silver cloud, winked. ‘Take my advice: don’t spend it on a woman here. The pretty ones are riddled with pox; the ugly ones are in league with the traffickers. You’ll do much better holding onto your purse to impress an honest girl’s father.’


Muzi took another swig of beer and wiped his lip. At the next table a young woman in a headscarf smiled at him. She was pretty, except for her bruised eye. He dropped his gaze. He knew about the women here.


Though the threat of slavers had faded from his mother’s mind, in recent years Gibil had been the one to refuse to allow him to go back to Lálsil. The boy’s needed at home to look after the sheep, his uncle would declare, though something in his father’s silence and his aunt’s mounting anger when the Lálsil trip was due – and her bitter complaints about the poor quality of her wool on the men’s return – told Muzi that there was more to the refusal than that. One day his friend Kishar had told him that some Asfarian traders brought women with them, women who would, for a registration fee, offer a man a temporary marriage: three months, two weeks, two nights, whatever he had the time and money to purchase. Temporary marriages were illegal in Non-Land, but not in Asfar, and the certificate made the transaction feel more dignified, Kishar said, as if he knew all about these things. The arrangement didn’t sound at all dignified to Muzi. A wife was a woman to make a home and children with, not someone you rented like a party tent and then left for the next man in the queue to enter.


The girl was giggling with her friend, another young woman with an uncovered head of curly hair. It was nice hair, but not as bouncy as Astra’s. Astra’s hair when it was clean, that was. He must not forget the soap. Or – what else had she asked for? – a hat. ‘I don’t need a woman,’ he announced.


‘What sensible man does?’ Doron replied philosophically. ‘Wanting one, though, that’s a different story. Be careful of any woman you want, son. Wanting is a weakness, nephew. She’ll smell it on you, like fear or decay, and then, trust me, like a leech sucking at a wound, she’ll heal you the hard way.’


There weren’t any leech doctors in Kadingir, but he’d seen them on Asfarian Tablette programs. Muzi laughed. It was good, drinking a beer with a man, exchanging jokes and advice. ‘My father says,’ he offered in return, hoping he would remember all the parts of the tale, ‘that the way to live with a woman is to let her rule her realm, and make sure you rule yours. If lunch is a little late one day because she stopped to gossip, don’t worry – maybe next week you’ll stay late at the market to drink a beer with a friend.’ Doron nodded sagely, and Muzi concluded triumphantly, ‘But don’t ever let them make you make the flatbread. They’ll laugh at how lumpy it is until the end of your days.’


It wasn’t as good a punchline as Doron’s, but the man guffawed as if Muzi was a travelling beer-tent entertainer. ‘Ah, Muzi,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘If we men have to have a weakness, let it be for a woman. Find one you want and marry her. But remember, marriage is like a market, that’s what my father, blessed be his memory, always said.’ He adopted an old man’s deep cracked voice: ‘A noisy place of constant negotiation, son.’ Muzi grinned, half-recollecting the greybeard’s intonations, but Doron’s smile had vanished, his stubbly jowls drooping, his eyes lost and watery. ‘My old man gave the best advice in Lálsil, Muzi. That’s why his shop was always full, and mine is half empty.’


‘That and your stewed tea, Doron.’ A woman behind him swung round to interject, ‘Your father sometimes put a few fresh leaves in the samovar.’


Doron rolled his eloquent eyes and his hairy hand made a flutter of dismissal. ‘Antha, please. It’s a family heirloom. The tannins build up inside.’


‘I’m just telling you, Doron, what all of Lálsil is saying about your tea.’ The woman’s long face was creased like a leather purse, and a gold stud gleamed in her nose. Her eyes flicked down to his CONC hand, then up again to meet his. ‘How was it today, young man? Best you ever tasted?’


Muzi resisted the impulse to hide the hand in his lap. The thing was so heavy and ugly; he hated wearing it. ‘It was strong,’ he replied diplomatically. ‘But I don’t know what samovar tea is supposed to taste like. His father gave me cinnamon lassi.’


Beneath her worn brow, Antha’s eyes danced with amusement. ‘Well, you must have some of the old man’s charm, Doron, to have made such a fine friend over that foul brew of yours.’


‘Thank you, Antha. I will bear your comments in mind. Now, with your permission? I am trying to impart some wisdom to this young man before he leaves for Asfar.’


Antha winked at Muzi and returned to her companions. Doron leaned closer. ‘The war clouds are gathering, Muzi. We may all be swept hither and thither; I may never meet you again. But I believe you came to my shop today for a reason – not to refresh my camel-bartering skills or to buy my greatest treasure, no, though I hope it serves you well. To hear these words, words that have altered me forever, brought me happiness where other men meet their ruin.’ He paused, his eyes moist, his breath sweet with beer. ‘When I got married, Muzi, my father took me aside. “Marriage is a marketplace, son,” he said, oh for about the thousandth time.’ He gave another hand waggle. ‘“But now you have entered the souk, let me tell you now the secret of success. The best deals in marriage are not the hard bargains you drive with the poor and the hungry and fearful. The best deals are the private exchanges of luxury goods, accomplished over warm afternoons, many cups of fine tea and dishes of sweetmeats, with bottles of perfume and trinkets thrown in for good measure. Those are the deals that bind a marriage, my son, bind it close, unto death.” Twenty-four years later, I can tell you – on your way to Asfar with your camel, perhaps to meet your wife, as I met mine – my father was right. Long, patient haggling is the essence of love.’


Doron lifted his glass again as if settling an argument. As his friend drank, Muzi remembered his mother and father kissing, pulling apart with little smiles when he came into the room. He remembered, too, his uncle’s scowls when lunch was late. Gibil didn’t see what was so difficult about getting a meal together on time. He’d complain if he had to wait, and when Nanshe threw his own failings back at him, Gibil would raise his voice, Nanshe too, and they would go on until Uttu ordered them to stop. The argument wouldn’t be over though. Nanshe would spend the next two days ignoring Gibil and lavishing affection on their son. Even if it appeared they had reconciled, the next time his uncle and aunt fought, they would both add the interrupted argument to their arsenal of grievances.


Astra had a temper too: she had even argued with Gibil, he remembered, and today she had shouted for a long time. He frowned, then paused, sensing someone looking at him. Down the table, the girl with the bruised eye was staring at his CONC hand. He flushed. Weren’t there any alt-bodied people in Lálsil? Now he did put the hand beneath the table.


‘I apologise for the ignorance of this place,’ Doron said quietly. ‘People don’t travel to Kadingir and Zabaria any more. But we do boast a shop selling the very best in prostheses. Perhaps, if you have enough coin left in your purse, I can take you there. The shopkeeper is a very old friend of mine.’


He shrugged it off. ‘I don’t need a new one, thank you.’ He paused. ‘What if a woman gets angry with you? Did your father say anything about that?’


‘Ah.’ Doron sighed. ‘The exquisite pain of the unforgiven husband. Muzi – you live near the Mikku, yes?’


Not exactly. His house was on the other side of Kadingir from the river. But close enough. He nodded.


‘A magnificent watercourse,’ Doron solemnly pronounced. ‘I saw it once, on a trip to the Dragon’s Gorge after my manhood rite. My father told me then: “Son, women are like rivers. When they are in full spate it is not time for fishing or dam-building. When their anger bursts the banks, you should just stand on the cliffs and let their feelings rush over your toes. When the waters recede, you can go swimming again.” Once again, Muzi, it was the best advice in Non-Land.’


Stand on the cliffs. He had done that today, hadn’t he? Speaking only to make it clear that guiding the journey was his job, and the horse and cart were his responsibility. It had worked, too: Astra had stopped herself. He had won, but he sensed it was a temporary victory. He gazed at the camel, scratching its neck against the tree. What if Astra found fault with his purchase?


‘Ah, Muzi.’ Doron filled the silence with wondrous reflection. ‘Life is an ever-replenishing gift. Your father knew my father, and now here we are, sitting and—’


‘Oh stop with your mystical mumblings, old husband. Do you want to be happy in love, my sky-eyed young man?’ Antha had turned again, was sticking her gnarled finger in Muzi’s face. ‘When you win an argument with a woman, never consider the matter closed. To ensure her continued cooperation, you must do something tangible to demonstrate that you acknowledge her forbearance, are forever grateful for her generous acquiescence to your foolish will.’ She cackled and dug Doron with a bony elbow. ‘And I don’t mean give her a cuddle, do I, Doron?’


Doron gave in, his chuckle sending beer foam fizzing through his beard. ‘She’s right, Muzi. Kisses soon melt away – jewellery is best.’


Antha’s bright gaze was fixed on Muzi. ‘Women are rivers that never run dry, but be warned: we can divert our course in a moment if necessary. And as emotional traders, we keep meticulous accounts. If you make sure to remain in credit, young Muzi, you’ll never be left high and dry.’


Down the table the two girls burst into giggles. As the old woman returned to her drink, Muzi, suddenly rattled, felt for his purse. It was still there, buttoned into his pocket. A present for Astra was a good idea. Something on top of the soap and the hat. He had a little coin, yes, and the markets and the steam bath would be open for another couple of hours.


‘It’s cooling down now,’ he said. ‘I have to be going, Doron.’


‘Muzi.’ Doron pouted, spread his hands. ‘There’s a mergallá brewing. Stay the night. My wife would love to meet you. And I tell you, her chicken stew is to die for.’


‘No, honestly.’ He stood up, grabbed his bag. ‘I’m meeting my cousin in the next town. If I go now, I won’t get held up by the storm. Thank you so much, Doron. Ma’am. Thank you for all your advice.’


*


There were two lizards in Muzi’s bag, strangely beautiful potbellied creatures, their white skins patterned with delicate bumps like the Braille books she had seen once on a school trip to Sippur. Muzi had wrung their necks: their heads hung limp from her hand. She laid the bodies down at the top of his blanket and composed their tender limbs. One was slightly smaller than the other; both were utterly compelling. Their toes were long and agile, like babies’ fingers. Their faces were like old men’s, their eyelids pouched, jowls loose, their mouths disdainful, even in death.


It was ghoulish to sit admiring them, and arrogant to compare their physiognomy to humans’. She flung back the blanket and used a spoon to dig a hole between the rocks. Afterwards she drew the blanket over the grave and sat on it, respectfully, at the edge. It felt like the right thing to do: to cover the lizards, protect them as she couldn’t do when they were alive.


She sat still for a long time, consumed by the finality of her task. The hidden grave was like a buried fire, centring her, readying her for something, she didn’t know what. Gradually, the fire became a magnet. Her eyes dry and fierce, her muscles taut, she removed her boots, then her clothes. Naked, she lay flat, stomach pressed to the blanket over the lizards. Elbows raised, fingers and toes lightly flexed, she gazed out over the plain.


Here, the length of her kissing the earth, she could see that a faint breeze was stirring: almost imperceptibly, a fine layer of dust was drifting over the plain. She watched for a long time, flicking her eyes side to side in their sockets. Certainty stole over her: this wind was a warning. A storm was coming.


She became aware of movement above her. Keeping her body perfectly still, she looked up. Her brow was an obstruction. Abruptly, she tilted her head up, froze again. The source of the sensation was a spider, hanging on a single thread over the front of the tent cave. Small and black, it rapidly scaled down its silk and swung gently in front of her face, perhaps in the breeze, perhaps in the heat emanating from her skin.


The spider pendulum. The floating dust. The strange white coals of the lizard spirits, burning beneath her belly. Her view of the plain blurred. She closed her eyes. Her stomach throbbed. When the voices came she didn’t so much hear as absorb them, as if the deep bell tolling in her stomach was transmitting slow, silent messages up through her body to her brain.


Ah. You are listening at last. We have been waiting for you to listen. For days our white scales burned in the shade, the Earth’s pulse quickened in our bellies, the birds wheeled and whisked in alarm.


The voices did not speak in any single language she knew. The words were more like meanings, multiple meanings emanating from a resonance of tongues, known and unknown. There was a sense of great distance too: she wasn’t sure if the lizards were addressing her or merely speaking through her. There was only one way to find out.


The wrens, she replied.


Yes, insistent little wrens most humans never see. Not because they are hidden – they flit about like tiny wind-blown planets – but because you never venture from your road to walk our stretch of the plain. You humans do not like the sight of your own bones.


The pulse in her belly, the sense of inner conversation, were new, but the feeling of being in a light trance, receptive to insight, was familiar. Down there in the earth, the lizards were cooking up a Gaia vision for her.


I tried to protect the ancestors, she told them. I picked up the skulls.


You were different, the voices agreed. When we licked the air to the north, the tines of our tongues sizzled and curled – fear, it was clear, was driving you not away, but straight to us. Why, we did not know, nor did we seek to. We are not incurious creatures, but when it comes to humans we are cautious ones. For though your claws are feeble and your hides thin, you are violent and unpredictable and until very recently you roamed the Earth in great numbers killing whatever you could find, even your own kind.


The voices were reflective, not stern, but her stomach winced. I’m sorry Muzi killed you, she responded. I was angry with him. She paused. I’m sorry I’m violent too. I understand now that I am. I am going to try to be a better person, I promise.


Do not be sorry for our deaths. Every predator is relentless; what is done is done and we hold no grudge, against him, or against your kind. Because of you it is hotter, and we like the heat. Because of you there are no more desert foxes or weasels or hawks – just sun and stone and soil and insects and wrens’ eggs. And at last, too, there are no more tank battles, no more pounding hordes or blinding explosions. The humans have run out of noises. Here now on the Earth, quiet reigns.


For how long, she didn’t know, there was quiet in her ears, not silence, she realised, but a sense of space amplified by these reverberating voices. Her own protest echoed there still.


It was beautiful where you lived. We had plenty of food. He didn’t need to do it.


He took for the future, and no more than could be spared. He is a good hunter. We sensed him coming too. His mind had a steady, even touch. Yours was erratic. It darted over the land, kicking pebbles, pinching leaves. His attention was dangerous, to be respected. But our scales burned brighter after your mind skimmed over our backs, and that tingling glow told us you were the one we were waiting for. The one worth what you call ‘dying’ for; what we call ‘becoming the shade’.


She wasn’t sure she understood. You died on purpose, so that you could talk to me?


Yes and no. We did not volunteer for the trap, but as you drew nearer each of us understood that we might be chosen to deliver the message of our people to yours.


Within the trance, she tensed. A message? Why to me? Is it because people say I am Istar? Do you know Istar?


We told you, we are not interested in who you are. We only know you have been chosen to receive our message, just as we have been chosen to deliver it. Humans have been given this message many times. We thought you had finally understood it after the Dark Times, but it is clear you need to have it spelled out to you again. Are you ready to hear and understand?


She gave in. Yes.


Good. Relax, please – but not too much. It is not yet time to sleep.


Her neck felt crooked and sweat was dripping from her nose onto the blanket. She turned over onto her back, flopped her arms to the side.


This is our message. You must tell it to all your people. In order to survive, in order for all living beings on Earth to survive, you humans must break your deadly pact with metal and re-learn how to merge with all of your relatives.


She rolled her head from side to side. Perhaps this wasn’t a Gaia vision. Perhaps she was just having a dream. A vivid, bizarre, incomprehensible dream.


You are not listening.


I am. I don’t understand, that’s all. I don’t have a pact with metal.


Something like a sigh wafted through her. Child, consider this: human skins and fur are earth shades, yes? Dark loam, grainy wood, sand-brown; root-white, straw-blond, bark-grey. Beautiful shades. So why, unlike us, who have survived for millennia by blending in with our surroundings, have you forsaken the rich shelter of the earth and with it, the wise counsel of your fellow living beings?


She considered the question. It was, she thought, a familiar one, put in new terms. The lizards’ terms. She tried to reply tactfully. I know human beings forgot how to live in harmony with the Earth. That was a terrible mistake. But if you don’t mind me saying so, we’re not exactly like you. Sometimes we like to stand out against our surroundings. We only use camouflage when we’re trying to hide. But we are learning our lesson. We don’t use oil any more, and CONC is a vegan organisation. Where I grew up, animals have the same rights as humans.


A low rumble in her chest told her the lizards were not impressed. That is a feeble answer, child. Human beings forsook harmony when you surrendered to the harsh call of metal. If you are unaware of this pact, it is because you humans are so deeply in thrall to metal you are no longer even aware of its hold over you.


The lizards’ logic was surreal. She tried now to respond in a way they might accept. Maybe we’re just close to metal as well? Our bones are made of calcium. And some people have copper hair. Or silver. Or gold.


The rumble deepened. Just as we feared: metal is speaking through you. Copper, gold and silver are incidental to your appearance, often no more than an effect of the light. And the fact that some earth metals are essential to life does not justify the sick bond you have made with the entire metal family. You humans worship metal with every soft, perishable fibre of your being.


The lizards’ venom took her aback – but they were related to snakes, after all. Warily, she tried to placate them. Please believe me, I honestly think that we don’t. Not most of us, not any more. People do care about the plants and the animals now. Even meat-eaters are trying to re-green Gaia. An immeasurable sadness flowed through her. It’s each other we still can’t get along with.
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