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Part 1






Chapter One


Two figures moved slowly through the barren desert landscape. There was nothing around them for hundreds of miles. No trees, no houses, no roads – only gigantic mountains of sand, extending in every direction. The only other living creature was a giant, lumbering camel. It walked behind them. The second figure was leading it with an old brown rope.


The two figures were having trouble walking because the sand was so deep. Their clothes were faded, torn, and dusty. The sun was beating down on them. Sand was whipping against their faces, blown by the wind. They each wore a piece of cloth wrapped around their heads to protect them from the sun and the wind.


The figure in front was a woman. She wore a long black robe to shield her body from the blowing sands. Her entire body was covered, except for her eyes and her right hand. She held her hand out in front of her. She was holding a strange white card. Every few minutes she paused, then held the card up to her lips and whispered something. Then she looked down at the card and began walking again. The sun shimmered off the card’s gold writing.


The second figure, walking behind her, was a man. He was also wearing a long robe, although his was a rich light blue. He also wore a piece of white cloth wrapped around the top of his head as a turban and covered his mouth and nose with a white handkerchief.


The camel trailed behind him. It was a huge beast, carrying bags full of water and food. Its hair was the same golden color of the sand all around them. The desert was harsh. Without this food and water, they would die within hours.


They had been travelling for many days. Even the camel was beginning to lose strength. Now they were climbing a steep sandy hill. They gasped for air, exhausted.


Finally, they reached the top of the hill and paused. Around them, the desert stretched in every direction, until it joined the hazy grey sky at the horizon. The view was breathtaking.


‘How much farther?’ the man shouted to the woman. They rarely spoke; it took too much energy, and the wind around them made it difficult to hear each other.


She paused and looked down at the card in her hand. The edges of the card were bent and blackened and the card was smudged with dirt. But the writing on it still glimmered as brightly as ever. She held the card up to her mouth and whispered, ‘How much farther to the home of Bin al-Tawai?’


She turned the card over. The back of the card was blank. At first nothing happened. She waited.


Then, out of nowhere, golden ink appeared on the back of the card, as if an invisible hand was writing it. The card read - ‘In only 5 more peaks, the place you seek, will be directly beneath your feet.’


Casey turned around, excitement in her eyes. ‘It’s close, Jack! Only five more peaks. We’re nearly there!’


‘What does it mean, peaks?’ Jack asked her.


She pointed to the mountains of sand around her. ‘The highest points of these sand dunes! Each sand dune is one peak, we only need to walk past five more!’


Jack looked up at the mountains of sand around them. They towered above him. Some were hundreds of meters tall. ‘So still a little way to go then? Hours even?’


Casey looked at the mountains of sand around them, too. ‘Yeah, I guess you’re right. Each dune takes one or two hours to pass.’


Jack looked up at the sun. It was a giant ball of fire hanging above the sand dunes in front of them. ‘It’s too far to make it today. We’ll have to camp out one more night.’


Casey nodded. ‘We still have enough food and water, right?’


Jack walked over to the camel. The camel looked disinterested. Jack patted it on the side of its giant neck and checked their bags. ‘Yeah, we have enough. We don’t have much more than that though, so that card had better be right.’


‘It is,’ she assured him.


They each took a long drink of water from one of the bags. The water was hot and gritty, but it was all they had.


‘Let’s keep going until the sun goes down,’ Jack said. ‘Then we’ll set up camp. We’ll make it to the Grand Master Elder’s house early tomorrow morning.’


‘Good idea,’ Casey agreed.


‘Do you need any more food?’


‘No, I’m too excited to eat right now.’


Jack looked out at the desert landscape in front of him. Everywhere around them, golden sand stretched to infinity. It was a fantastic feeling, being the only living person for miles.


‘All right, let’s move,’ he said. ‘Which direction?’


Casey held the Elder’s blank white business card up to her lips and whispered, ‘Show me’. Then, like magic, a golden arrow drew itself on the card. It pointed the way like a compass. ‘This way!’ she shouted.


Casey turned and walked in the direction of the arrow. Jack followed her.


Just then, the wind changed. A high, shrill, rustling sound came whistling through the air.


They froze. Casey looked at Jack, her eyes wide. ‘Not again!’ she shouted.


The hair on Jack’s neck stood on end and he shivered. This was the third time they had heard this sound. But this time it was closer – louder.


They waited for the noise to pass, but it seemed to float around them forever. Then the sound changed again. It started low, and it grew higher and higher, hissing and flickering in the shifting wind.


Their camel started acting strangely. He became very tense and agitated. He started stomping at the ground, making noises and pulling at his rope.


‘Jack, I don’t like that sound at all. And it’s closer now, too!’


‘But what do you think it is?’ Jack said, trying to keep hold of the camel.


She shrugged her shoulders, her face scared. ‘I don’t know Jack, but do you hear that? It sounds like… words.’


Sure enough, the voice on the wind was sputtering, with different grunts, hisses, and tones. It sounded like someone was singing a song – or saying a spell.


‘Do you still think someone is following us?’ Casey asked, nervously.


‘I don’t know,’ Jack said. ‘But I don’t like this at all.’


The sound swelled around them. Their camel started snorting, scraping the ground. He kept pulling at the rope, trying to move forward.


‘Our camel doesn’t like it either,’ Jack said. ‘Look at him, he’s trying to get away.’


Just then, a huge gust of wind came over the dune, and the voice rose to a shout! Then Bin al-Tawai’s card flew out of Casey’s hand, fluttering away in the wind.


‘No! The card!’ Casey shouted.


But it was too late. It flew up into the air, zipping away from them, caught up in the strange wind. Then it disappeared behind a dune, out of sight.


Jack dropped the camel’s rope and chased after the card. But it was too late. The card was gone.


‘Jack, the camel!’ Casey shouted.


Now that the camel was free, it took off. It ran into the wind, sprinting away from them.


‘No! Come back!’ Jack shouted.


Again, it was too late. The camel was gone, and so was their card. Now they truly were all alone.


The wind died down and the sound faded away. The desert was silent and still.


‘What just happened?’ Casey asked. She looked frightened and upset.


He shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.


‘We lost everything. Our camel, our food, our water. Our card.’


‘I know.’


‘We could die out here, Jack.’


He shook his head. ‘We know that we’re close. We have to keep moving. Plus, that sound was terrible. If someone’s really following us, I don’t think I want to stay around long enough to find out.’


‘But we lost the card,’ Casey said. ‘How are we going to find the library?’


‘I don’t know, but we have to keep trying. We’ll keep going in the same direction. Come on, let’s move,’ he said. ‘Let’s go as far as we can away from here. Maybe we’ll find our camel, too. I don’t think we want to stay here any longer. Five more dunes, right?’


‘Right,’ she said and nodded. Her voice was steady, without any fear.


Jack had just a few seconds to admire her – how brave she was, how intelligent she was, and how beautiful she looked with the sun behind her, lighting her tanned skin and her bright blue eyes.


Then, she set off towards the white setting sun without another word, and he followed.








Chapter Two


‘We need to stop,’ Jack called to Casey. ‘It’s getting dark, and we don’t want to get lost.’


She kept walking, though, breathing heavily. ‘We’re already lost,’ she said. She didn’t want to stop. She was still a little spooked. ‘Just a little further. We’re almost there, we can make it.’


He stopped her, grabbing her arm. ‘Casey! It’s OK. We’re not going to make it tonight. We’ll have to wait until morning.’


‘But we’re only a couple of hours away!’


‘Casey, I know you want to get there. That voice on the wind – I don’t like it either. But it’s too dangerous to walk at night. We’ll be safer if we sleep here. We need to be smart.’


Finally, she agreed, and they sat down on the sand.


All of their food, water, and supplies were gone. They had nothing, and now they were all alone, a hundred miles from the nearest town.


‘This is it,’ Casey said. ‘Either way, this is probably our last night in the desert.’


‘Don’t say that,’ Jack said, rubbing her shoulders. ‘It’s going to be a cold night without any fire.’


‘We’ll be all right. At least we have each other.’


‘You’re right,’ he said.


Already, the sun had set, and the night was turning from red to purple to deep grey. The heat from the sun was already gone, and now the wind was cold.


They both knew they were in trouble. If they didn’t find the library tomorrow, they might die.


They huddled together, trying to stay warm. Jack put his arm around her.


‘Can you believe that it’s already been one month?’ she asked.


‘One month since what?’


She looked deep into his eyes. ‘Since you asked me to marry you.’


He smiled at her. ‘What, you’re not changing your mind are you?’


‘No way.’ She laughed.


‘You’re not just staying with me because we’re stuck here in the middle of the desert?’


‘Ha!’ she shouted. ‘You know, most couples just buy a small apartment and move in together, but I like this much better.’


The sky was nearly black now, but you could still see the outline of the sand dunes around them – dark silhouettes against the starry sky. ‘I do, too,’ he said. ‘Good thing I brought us all the way out here.’


She sat up. ‘You?’ she said.


‘Yeah, me,’ he said, joking. He loved getting her worked up. ‘Good thing I figured out where Bin al-Tawai lived, and how to use the card.’


‘Give me a break,’ she said. ‘If it wasn’t for me, you’d still be standing in Gompo’s house scratching your head…’


‘Shhhhh!’ he said suddenly.


‘What is it?’ she asked, scared. Jack was very serious.


‘Do you hear that?’ They both sat very still, listening. Jack was looking at the horizon ahead of them.


Then, like a whisper, music floated up to them on the evening wind. It was faint, soft, and sad. It sounded like a flute.


They both stood up, preparing for the worst.


‘What do you think it is?’ Jack asked.


‘Not what,’ Casey responded. ‘Who do you think it is?’


‘Do you think it’s the same person from earlier? That creepy voice on the wind?’


Casey thought for a minute. ‘No,’ she said. Her voice was certain. ‘This is different.’


‘Should we run?’ Jack asked her. They were speaking in hushed tones.


‘Where will we go?’ she asked.


They stood very still. The song was growing louder and louder.


‘It’s beautiful,’ Casey said. The notes floated around them, filling the air. ‘It sounds very sad. And familiar. Like a distant memory.’


‘Whoever it is, they’re coming this way. They must know that we’re here.’


Casey was standing very still, her eyes closed. She breathed in deeply, letting the melody fill her body.


‘I feel like…” she said. ‘I feel like I know this song, Jack, like I heard it a long, long time ago.’


The song filled the air, growing louder and louder, until the air all around them seemed to shake.


Jack looked at Casey, fascinated by her. He noticed a single tear roll down her cheek.


Now they could hear a faint jingling sound, joining the beat of the strange melody. Then, a black shape appeared over the peak of the sand dune directly in front of them. It came down the hill towards them like a shadow.


Finally, the shadow came to a stop about twenty feet away from them. They could see the shape of a man sitting on a large camel.


The music stopped. Jack held his breath.


The figure spoke, his voice coming out of the darkness. It was deep and full of expression. ‘This is an unusual place to visit, even for the bravest travelers. What are you doing here?’ he asked them. His voice rolled towards them, like music.


They looked at each other, uncertain. ‘We’re here to visit a friend,’ Jack said cautiously.


‘A friend?’ the man said. ‘Out here? How curious.’ The man dismounted the camel, landing in the sand.


Jack felt his stomach tighten. Who was this man? The man walked towards them slowly.


‘You’ve come at a bad time,’ the man said. All they could see of him was his outline. ‘It’s a dangerous time for anyone to be out here alone, especially… friends.’ He paused before the last word, for emphasis.


Jack was getting more and more nervous.


The man continued. ‘How can I trust you? How do I know you are friends? How do I know you aren’t… unfriendly?’
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