RIDER
Part One: Agri Seer.
1. Home coming.
I heard them even before she saw the familiar shadow - so huge! - on the fields. It was the soft rustling of large leathery wings and the whistling of fur on an aerodynamic body. I left her spinning and ran towards the Quetz now making a graceful landing, wings spread wide to provide balance.
"Sissie!
I frowned. My milk name. I hated that. My sister was still using it all these years. Shaking my head, I approached the tall figure walking up to me, dressed in the flight uniform of the Riders.
"You know," I said a trifle curtly, "I am Lifang. And you are Lixi."
My sister - now a full fledged Guide-Rider! - grinned playfully, showing a set of perfect white teeth. I had to quash a pang of jealousy. The Quetz's big sail-like pinions shielded them from the hot sun. The sheer beauty took my breath away. The wings reminded me of opalescent butterfly wings, a mottling of polychromatic colors. Green-blue-red-amber. The Quetz crawled alongside Lixi, its finger-claws making its wings functioning limbs too. It moved, Lifang noted, like a bat. Its long crimson beak slowly swayed, as if it was sniffling the air.
It had tawny fur, she noticed with surprise. Like the fur of the neo-lionesses. Golden, soft. I wanted to stroke the Quetz.
Lixi placed an affectionate hand under the animal's chin. For a moment, Quetz and Rider stood silent, communing. Something passed between them. Message? Emotion? I waited, until my sister opened her eyes and turned around to face me, her expression calm.
"I hope there is food around," Lixi said and the Quetz clapped its jaws as if in agreement. "Vika is hungry."
With a sigh, I led my sister and Vika to the corral where the sand fowl were kept. Questions about being a Rider had to wait.
~*~
I lingered in front of the Rookery where Vika was housed for the night. I watched the Quetz preen itself, nibbling the edges of its wings with its beak. The stand-light cast rainbow colors on the dry straws, wavering beneath the translucent skin. The riding leathers were draped across the railing. I had seen Lixi polishing it diligently before turning in for the night.
I gazed wistfully at the Quetz. It eyed me with a curious glint in the dark irises. Ah, Quetzalcoatlus siti, after Dr Siti Binte Hamid who discovered the pterosaur-like animal when the first Colonists made land fall. Not a true saurian from old Terra, but there were similarities. Called Quetz for short, the creatures allowed themselves to be domesticated, though retaining a fierce independence of thought and autonomy. They were unlike the equus variants used by the farming communes and the Agri-seers, nor were they seen as work-animals. Instead, they deemed themselves as partners and companions. They were the tame cousins of the wild variant claimed by Dr April Wang as her personal find. This much I learned in school.
It was my dream to be a Rider too, like Lixi who journeyed to westwards to train with the Corps. Instead, I was stuck at home with the spinning and fowl-wrangling.
The night sky was turning indigo now, flush with the undulating ribbons of color. The aurora claritas. It often took my breath away, seeing the phenomenon. I loved the stars, the stories about cowherds and seven sisters.
Vika was watching me too, its regard intense.
~*~
I woke up as usual to feed the sand fowl. Lixi slept in, her homecoming granting her the luxury of comfortable beds and undisturbed sleep away from Corp life. I had already gathered the eggs and watered her beloved herbs from the hen house, when Lixi emerged from her old room, yawning expressively.
Over breakfast, I could see how my older sister had grown. They were always different. But time spent west had changed her. She was tanned, telling of days spent under the sun, running errands for the Corps and Agri-seers. Definitely lean, as if dancer-like, fluid movements and all. Lixi was still tall and her hair still a glossy black, tied back in a ponytail. I looked at my own body, noting how flappy it looked in comparison to Lixi's healthy body. I had worked hard at our parents' farm, soaking the heat on my back while I dug the soil in the garden allotment. I was definitely missing something.
Did the Corps treat you well? Mother was asking, spooning more fermented beancurd into her bowl of rice porridge. Lixi was in the act of picking at the stir-fried cucumbers with her chopsticks. Most of the food on the table were grown at the farm. Our farm was well-known for our fresh vegetables.
Oh sure, they did, Lixi said, her mouth full. The Corps didn't teach you manners, I thought sourly, schooling my expression and hiding behind my own bowl. I have full board, three meals and hot water. She grinned.
Tell me about your duties, Mother continued, her tone curious now. She scooped more egg custard into Lixi's empty bowl.
I was paired to Vika, Lixi said, her voice softening, as if with a sense of nostalgia and affection. It was about a year ago. I was in Training, before I passed the Gauntlet and was promoted to full fledge. I spent most of my probation guiding the ships into the harbor. Now my duties include providing assistance to the merchants crossing the sand bars.
Vika came to me full grown, as most of them are, she said. The Quetz elders have insisted so.
Do you get to see the Eggs? I interrupted the conversation and Mother stared pointedly at me.
The Eggs are kept in isolation, watched by the Guardians, another grin from Lixi. We humies are not allowed to see them.
The conversation soon turned to the weather and the farm. I had to excuse myself from the table, retreating to mygarden while I sowed the squash seeds for the next harvest.
Vika was watching me.
Hey fella, I said tentatively and the Quetz tilted its head. I blinked. It was a 'she'. I was sure of it. I was not that well versed in Quetz anatomy, but Vika was definitely a she.
I was about to cross over to the Rookery, when a large shadow, the same size as Vika's, flickered over her. A Quetzalcoatlus wang. There was a colony of the wild ones nearby. Vika hissed softly, eyeing the source of the shadow.
A wild one bothering the farm? Lixi's voice.
They don't really bother the farm, I said irritably. They only fly over. I mean, you guys should have worked with them too.
Hey, Lixi shrugged. Tell it to the First Colonists. They made the pact, not us.
We watched the wild one disappear behind the mountain ridges. Vika made another beak-clap, flapping her wings.
I will be leaving two days later, Lixi said. It's good to see you again, sissie.
I told you. Don't ever call me that.
Two years at the Corps and you have grown claws, Lifang. Like a hunt-cat.
Go away.
Suit yourself, Lixi shook her head. She headed towards Vika, grabbing the curry comb from the bucket. I grew fascinated with the grooming, with the rider-Quetz bond. Vika closed her eyes and relaxed, the curry comb removing the kinks and knots. Lixi lifted the right wing, ducking under it, her hand running across the leathery membrane.
Ya know, my older sister's voice came from under the wing. The window for Rider recruitments ends about two months' time. I am sure the Li household likes another Rider.
I need to help Mother.
Look at you. A merry laugh. You were practically drooling at the sight of Vika.
I am not.
And I stormed off, her cheeks hot with embarrassment at the truth. I fled to the waterfalls, where I sobbed into my knees and hated my life at the farm. I did not return back to the house, until evening meal time.
2. Growing.
The waterfalls were my personal refuge. My personal sanctuary, when I needed to hide from the world. I found them, while on a herb-gathering expedition. The hills were lush with local herbs, even the alien ones like sissifas and kannas.
I would sit on the water-slick boulders, staring at the crystal-clear water flowing beneath my toes. The waterfalls were trickles at this time of the Jinian year; they turned into curtains of frothing water during the rainy seasons. Surrounded by orange-red stones, the sound of the rushing water was comforting.
Lixi's words hit at the core of my being. And it was at the moment sore and tender, because it was all too real.
I rubbed my nose, sniffling hard to clear the mucus. I hated crying. It made me feel weak. It felt good though. I had not cried since Father went to the east, to work in the quartz mines.
A big shadow made me start, so did the sound of the beating of huge Quetz sized wings. I looked up, only to see ---
--- a Quetz descending.
Except that it was not a Quetz. Not Vika (and I had a silly girlish hope that my sister had come to look for me). But a wild one, a Quetzalcoatlus wang. One with blue-red-green wings and brown almost mahogany body. The long beak was more pronounced than its cousin, curved like a raptor's; it was a rich orange, tapering in a soft cream. Taller, perhaps with the height of a giraffe, so said my textbooks. It waas gorgeous. And wild.
I shrank back, back against the boulder, as the wild one landed, rocks rolling beneath the sharp claws. The wings folded back, turning into limbs just like Vika's. It crawled towards the edge of the pool and dipped its beak to the water, scooping it up and swallowing.
A male, the thought came to me, unbidden. A male was more aggressive and now I grew afraid. The wild one drank, long and deep.
I moved. A twig snapped. The wild one flung up his head, agitated, eyes wild, rolling back to show the white. Another twig snapped, her boot crunching on the gravel. Suddenly I was eye-to-eye with the wild one. I had an unpleasant vision of bright eyes and a row of needle-sharp teeth. Wings fanned open. Smell of fish, dead fish. Threat posture, I thought, my stomach queasy. Goawaygoawaygoaway.
The wild one tossed up its head and shrieked once. It did not attack.
Before I could say anything, the Quetzalcoatlus wang sprang into the air. The blast of wind pressed me to the ground. When I opened my eyes, he was already gone.
The clarity of the encounter remained with me for a long time.
~*~
I was working on the vegetable patch when Lixi came to bid goodbye to me. I knew the sound of the footfalls. Lixi often dragged her feet.
Hey, siss Lifang, Lixi knelt down, in the midst of the bok choy and chye sim. Going to head back to the Corps HQ.
Have a good flight back, I said. Vika was already saddled, stretching her wings to exercise her muscles.
I will, Lixi smiled and leaned forward to hug me. We hugged for a while, sisters now and no more rivals. You take care of Mother, okay?
We reverted to speaking Neo-Han, the language of our girlhood. It was the language of the stories and legends.
I will, I said in Neo-Han. Wo ke yi.
Lixi stood up and got ready to go, smoothing her Corps uniform. Vika crooned, lowering her back.
Lixi? I spoke up, questions brimming in my head, the memory of the Quetzalcoatlus wang fresh in her mind.
Yes? Lixi had her foot in the stirrup. But she turned around, with a smile on her face.
Have you guys ever tried riding a Quetzalcoatlus wang?
Lixi laughed. No. Of course, not. Don't be silly, sissie. Then she vaulted over, saluted and Vika leapt into the sky, wings already working hard to achieve lift. They were already gone when I went back to my garden, seething inside.
~*~
Great harvest, Mother praised me when I brought the baskets of fresh vegetables in. You have green fingers. The Agri-seers will like you.
Not the Agri-seers! I fumed, smiling outwardly to show that I had accepted the compliment. Plants did bloom under my care.
They will fetch a good price at the exchange, Mother started sorting the leafy greens. I heard from Vasquez that they are welcomed at the restaurants.
If it feeds the family, why not? I said, eliciting Mother's Look.
I know that you want to go to the west, her mother's voice was soft. Kind. I hated it.
Am I so transparent?
Emotions swirling inside me like some dirty whirlpool, I climbed the hills, to my waterfalls.
This time, the Quetzalcoatlus wang was there. I quelled her surprise. He was drinking at the pool, his posture relaxed.
Hey, I said gently, heart in my throat. Hey.
The wild one swung his head towards my voice. He opened his beak, hissing softly.
Hey, not going to hurt you, I threw up her hands to show that I had no weapons. There were tales where the First Colonists hunted the Quetzalcoatlus wang. No wonder the wild ones feared the humies. We are the aliens, I thought bitterly. I reached into my pocket and lifted out a hunk of bread. I placed it on the gravel as the wild one watched.
I was not sure why I was doing this. For a moment, I felt immensely stupid.
The wild one hobbled over, dipped his beak and picked the bread with pincer-like precision. He tossed his head, opening his maw. The bread dropped in. In a fluid movement, he darted towards me.
I must have screamed, because the wild one backed away immediately. Sharp noises spook them, I thought to myself and was astonished at my own calmness.
No. Do. Not. Do. That! I said firmly. The wild one hissed, his fur bristling. I watched the spikes become erect in self-defense.
You hear me, I repeated. Do. Not. Do. That.
The Quetzalcoatlus wang clappd his jaws, like Vika did. But this was no partner-companion Quetz. This was a wild one.
He shrilled at me and flung himself skywards in a blur of brown fur and wilted leaves.
~*~
The wild one returned often to the waterfalls. It became a pattern: bread on gravel and the snap of beak when the bread was consumed. Slowly and surely, I approached the wild one. He smelled like the sea. Saltish, laced with the hint of loam and seaweed.
He looked young, I mused as my hand hovered near the fur. The wild one moved uneasily. A young male. Do they throw out young males when they come of age?
The wild one shuddered when I placed my palm on the neck, feeling the pulse run beneath my fingers. I had to tell myselff that I was touching a wild animal. A wild alien.
The whole experience reminded me of the time I touched a domesticated neo-lioness, kept in the local observatory. The wildness was there, kept under a tight leash. Wildness nevertheless, wildness that could really hurt me.
I treasured the moment.
Then as swiftly and inexplicably as miracles go, the moment dissipated with the wild one pulling back and winging up to the skies, sending dry leaves and twigs into a dizzy spin.
I will probably never see you again, I sighed. Good bye, thank you, xie xie.
3. Leaving
You did what?
I glared at the pile of application forms on the table. Mother regarded me calmly, her fingers moving deftly, folding the dumplings. It was a routine as familiar as watering. I grew up with eating these dumplings, steamed or fried on the flat stove. Fingers scooped a small dollop of minced meat mixed with chopped chives, folded the dumpling skin and made scallops along the edges. The plate was filled with dumplings neatly arranged and ready for cooking.
I filled the application forms for you. Indeed, they were, the boxes filled with Mother's smallish handwriting, the forms plasticized, her face pasted in the box requiring the photograph of the applicant. You have an Agri-seer's touch. Again, Mother meant that to be praise.
The Agri-seers are much suitable for you, Lifang.
You don't know me, Mother.
Rider Training is hard, Lifang.
I bit my tongue, curbing the automatic vicious reply. You don't really know me, Mother!
You leave for the interview on Fifth Day, Mother said absent-mindedly and returned to her dumpling making.
I fought the blinding tears and ran out of the kitchen.
~*~
I screamed, tears coursing down my cheeks. How could Mother do this to me? How could she! How dare her! The waterfalls muted my scream, but it reverberated around the orange stones and the acoustics amplified the sound until the scream became a roar.
The roar was answered by a shriek.
Instinctively,I looked up, seeing the familiar shape of the wild one. He landed, this time, on a boulder, the sunlight turning his wing membranes almost translucent.
This time, he simply watched me, with the intensity Vika possessed. Like all Quetzalcoatlus.
If you know what I am going through, I whispered and crumbled onto the gravelly floor, my knees weak, mybody drained. I imagined Lixi laughing at me.
The wild one cocked his head to one side. It made him look comical.
You are not a Corps Quetz, I rubbed my nose ruefully. I mean, I can't even ride you. Nor that you would ever accept me as a Rider.
The wild one simply listened. Perhaps, to the sound of my voice. Perhaps he liked the sound of it.
Fantasy. Pure fantasy. You are a wild one and you should remain wild, I smiled sadly and made ready to leave the waterfalls.I might not see her beloved sanctuary for a long time. I memorized every detail: the color of the waterfalls, the orange-red boulders carved by time and wind and the shimmering water. The layers of leaves and pebbly gravel. Good bye. I am glad to see you again, wild one.
The wild Quetzalcoatlus wang spread his wings, fanning them slowly.
Without a backward glance, I walked back to the farm homestead.
~*~
4. Crossing.
A convoy of Quetzs guided the travellers across the sand bars. I could hear the ships honking nearby: the harbor was busy, with the little tug-boats and Quetzs leading the merchant ships in from the Four Seas. It was extremely cold and I was glad that I had my thick shawl around me. A mistake wearing my light blue Neo-Han collared pao. The fabric was awfully thin, for crossing trips. I was glad, however, for the woollen boots, a birthday gift from my Father who was half-Han, half-Yue. The sand was irritating, itchy.
I gazed at the V-shaped formation above, wondering if Lixi and Vika were part of it. The Quetzs were not tawny-hued. They glistened with azure tones.
I concentrated on my walking, clutching my bag. My farewell dinner with Mother was a chilly affair, too wrapped with my anger to even care. When the morning came together with the crossing caravan, I did not look at Mother who stood at the door, thin-lipped and weary-eyed. I just wanted to get the interview over and done with.
My stomach rumbled. I sipped the water from my canteen. Above me, the Quetzs flew.
There we go! The caravan leader boomed. He was a big man with a bushy brown beard, clad in crossing garments comprising of Terran Bedouin-inspired wear.
I stood unsteadily on the sand bar, seeing the Agri-seers headquarters. Plastisteel bio-domes clustered, with one larger dome in the center, all reflecting the sun. From where I stood, the Agri-seers HQ was enormous. A city, connected with a spiderweb interweave of roads and smaller streets. Vineyards, orchards and paddy fields patchworking the surrounding areas. In spite of my initial misgivings, I found myself getting excited.
The caravan leader signaled and we followed him, preceded by the Quetz convoy.
~*~
The noise from the main Thoroughfare deafened me as I queued with the rest of the applicants. Sullah from the Gorges Precinct was complaining about the blisters on her soles. Hermes fussed with his clothes, flicking imaginary dust from his shoulders. I dared not mention the large white dandruff flakes in his greasy hair. Vinesh was talking to another Gorges Precinct applicant (Sarah?) about his grandmother's jalebi. I had to admit that all of them needed a good hot shower and a warm meal.
Forms, please, the woman in Agri-seer green said, her eyes a startling amber. I read the name tag embroidered across her left breast. Alicia Cortez.
I handed the forms over and Alicia nodded, glancing at the boxes. The Li Farm? Plains Sector? I know your sister. She had such white teeth, perfectly formed and even.
Uhm, yes?
Welcome to the Agri-seers? Please turn to your left and get your uniform from Inventory. Alicia's smile was warm, reminding me of summer sunlight. She turned to talk to Sullah who simpered and fumbled with her papers.
I clutched my bag to my chest like a talisman. The Agri-seers. No more Rider dreams.
~*~
The interview went well. There was a high chance I might get accepted. I could not help but remember the wild one. I even came up with a name for him. Meng. Neo-Han for 'dream'. He was part of a dream, an unfulfiled dream. That dream was going to become history. Poof! History!
I wandered along the main Meeting Place, tracing my hand on the cool plastisteel railing. The Meeting Place overlooked the rainforest. I admired the almost-primitive trees, the fern fronds gleaming with moisture and the layer of cool mist hovering above the foliage. The mist was kissing my skin, a pleasant feel. The Agri-seers allowed birds and insects as part of the eco-system. I was pleased to see favorite birds like the Baya Weaver and butterflies. The place was magical.
Lifang.
The voice. Alicia Cortez. I was not surprised that Alicia was one of the instructors. Botany 101.
Missing home?
Now that question was unexpected. I lowered my head, feeling the instant pang in myheart. Yes, Ms Cortez. I do.
I missed my home too, when I first moved to the Agri-seers. I missed my mother's seafood paella.
And my mother's dumplings. Jiao zi.I was heartened somewhat to talk about something familiar and neutral: food.
Of course, I ended up cooking, using half-remembered recipes, Alicia's voice was husky with a musical lilt. Some failed miserably. She laughed; I couldn't help but respond with a tentative smile.
An aide beckoned to Alicia. Duty calls. Good luck, Lifang.
~*~
The Traveller Gang as I had secretly called them ended up in the communal kitchen. We had somehow procured ingredients (Sarah said something about credits) and we cooked dinner. Sullah was a deft hand at making curry, Vinesh deep fried vadai and Hermes pasta tossed in olive oil and sprinkled liberally with crispy bacon bits. Sarah came up with lettuce and tomato salad, amazingly sweet and crunchy. I offered a dish of spring rolls. We ate, laughed and exchanged anecdotes. As the night drew to a close, we all grew silent and contemplative. Home, for all of us, was too far away.
Bear in mind, some of us might not even get in, Vinesh hiccuped, sipping the cider. Hermes had produced a bottle of alcoholic cider from his voluminous jacket. A gift from his family, with apples grown from their own orchard. I had never drunk. I had tried sipping the white wine used for cooking, but even then, I had found it too strong for her liking. Vinesh gave me a cup which I tentatively sipped at. Discovered that I liked the cider and the pleasantly warm sensation in my chest.
So, this is our last night together, quipped Sullah, mopping up the last of her curry. Cheers to us all. Carpe diem.
Noctum. Night. Silly. Hermes laughed. He had blonde hair and blue eyes. Washed, his hair was now bereft of the dandruff.
And you, Lifang. You hardly said a word tonight, Sarah poured some cider into my cup. I demurred. Most of the Traveller Gang looked older than me. I felt out of place. In the communal kitchen, surrounded by new things, I had no beloved waterfalls to run to, to hide in.
I am just... tired. I lied. I wanted to go back to my dormitory, wash up and sleep.
Sarah nodded. Can't blame you. We are all tired. Crossing takes a lot out of a person.
We placed the dishes in the automatic washer before walking back to our individual rooms. It would be a new day tomorrow.
~*~
Sullah binte Riyaz, the tall Agri-seer officer was saying, his hand holding a piece of paper. Assigned to A. Level 101. Vinesh Kumar, assigned to A. Level 102.
I clenched her hands. I wanted to go back home. Try being a Rider... something. The officer rattled off the names and the successful applicants quickly joined their sections led by older Agri-seer cadets holding their class banners.
Sarah Temperton, assigned to A. Level 105. Hermes le Coure, assigned to A. Level. 104. Hermes rolled his eyes. Level 104 was known for its strict rules and regulations.
The officer paused for a long time, before looking intently at the list of names. And Lifang.
I froze, half-afraid, half-nervous.
You are the last on the list. Assigned to... A. Level 105.
I am sorry? I had my heart stuck in my throat. It threatened to burst free.
A. Level 105. The officer smiled. Congratulations, cadet.
My heart sank to the bottom of my (newly issued) boots. Numbly, I followed the senior cadet, Sarah placing a comforting hand on my shoulder.
~*~
You didn't want to be here, Sarah whispered when it was finally lights out. I can see it plain in your body language.
I stiffened. What if this is so? I hated sounding defensive, but I was emotionally frayed. Unhappy.
Don't need to get snippy, Lifang. You are here for a reason. Chosen for your empathy with plants. Things are not that bad.
I pulled the covers over my head. I knew Sarah wanted to say more. Silence. I closed my eyes and dreamed.
I was riding Meng like her sister Lixi. Wind against my face, bringing with it the smells of fresh grass and blooming cherry blossoms. I laughed, pumping my fist in the air. Yes, yes, yes.
Reality, Meng said suddenly, turning to face me, his eyes shining bright. Come back.
And I did, heart thudding like mad drumming during a Spring Festival. Sobs clawed their way out from my chest and I had to stifle them in the starched pillow. The mattress absorbed my tears, bearing witness to my grief.
5. Learning.
In the beginning, I went through the motions mechanically. The only joy I had was at practical, sinking my fingers in the rich moist soil.
Days were filled with subjects like botany, classification, biology and even physics. I felt overwhelmed at first, having to type all the notes into my personal Infometer. As I gradually got used to the routine, I relaxed and grew less antagonistic and bitter. Sarah became my best friend, sitting beside each other during class and practical. Yet as days progressed into weeks and months, I would look skyward and see the Quetzs in their formations, triggering my half-buried melancholia. The wild one Meng was never far from my mind. I also missed my parents and often wrote letters, delivered of course by Quetz. My mother would send parcels containing tasty snacks which I would share with Sarah during our break time.
The Agri-seers maintained and monitored the vegetation levels on the planet. At the same time, they also trained young people who showed talent in botany related matters. The planet the First Colonists had settled in was a desert planet. It was only terra-forming carried out by the pioneer Agri-seer scientists that Jin had become the lush planet everyone in Lixi's generation knew and had grown up in. Jin teetered on a tight rope; the sand bars were a clear sign that the planet was reclaiming back what belonged to her. The Agri-seer scientists and officers were often researching for ways to prolong the viability of the planet. They came up with SEED: Sustain, Evaluate, Estimate and Decide. SEED became the Agri-seers' motto, reinforced by constant drilling of the instructors.
The lessons were all hands-on, a hallmark and legacy left behind by the First Colonist Pioneers. The Agri-seers and their sister organization the Quetz Riders trained their recruits and students by putting them in real-life scenarios. I was assigned a plot of land by the end of my first semester; I was tasked to look after the land and plant a species best suited for its soil.
You have to see it to believe it, Sar, I grumbled to my best friend after having spent a long day at the plot. I was sunburnt, sore and extremely crossed. The soil is so tough and dry. Mostly sand and so much salt.
Hard earth? Sarah added with a twinkle in her eye.
And that too, I shook my head. Combed through the SOIL. Nothing. Nothing.
The SOIL was the Stellar Organized Index Library, an extensive directory of Terran plant species collected and preserved by the Agri-seers. As much as I loved the SOIL, I wanted to throw the computer terminal out of the window. Perhaps I was providing wrong parameters. Imprecise keywords or phrases.
We sat quietly, scanning ours Infometers.
Instructor Sato wants our lists in by end of the week. He did state Fifth Day, remember? I rubbed her nose. I do not like this assignment, Sar.
I think most of us don't, him being a hardnosed taskmaster not helping.
The chime rang. Lights Out. Sarah stretched, sitting on her bed.
Let's sleep on it, she told me drowsily. Sarah had spent her day cataloguing the new seedlings in the Nursery.
~*~
I was back at my plot of land. My plot. Ha! If I knew what to plant in it. Frustration coursed through me. I wanted to stamp my foot. Now that was awfully childish of me, wasn't I?
I knelt down, scooping up the sandy soil with my hand and letting the granules filter through my fingers. So dry. So...
Impossible.
Fifth Day was just a day away. I did not have the luxury of time.
An image surfaced in my mind. A tree, pine-like, shimmering under Terra's sun, gnarled bark. A forest grove, growing on a beach. Sandy soil held together by resilient roots.
Casuarina equisetifolia.
It was going to be a wild shot. Planted to prevent soil erosion. A hardy species, growing along coastal areas. Common in Terra's Southeast Asian regions.
I stood up, shielding her eyes from the glare. More Quetzs in the air. They were spiraling down to land.
~*~
So, what do the Quetzs call themselves?
The young Rider inclined his head, raking his gloved hand across auburn hair. And you are...?
Lifang. I thought we should introduce ourselves, since we are going to be working very closely for the next semester.
The batch of Riders, recently paired to Quetzs, was the Corps' answer for an exchange programme. Each Rider had to shadow an Agri-seer cadet for a month.
Daniel, the Rider said curtly, causing me to lift an eyebrow. So much for being friendly. Daniel Kelso. And the Quetzs call themselves the Watchers.
How about the wild ones?
Daniel's lips twitched, as if he was becoming irritated. Hunters. They call themselves the Hunters. Can I retire to my dorm now?
Well, go ahead. Nobody's stopping you.
Daniel Kelso glared at me, before walking stiffly to the Boys' Dormitories. I sighed. I foresaw a difficult partnership in the future.
~*~
Arrogant! Qi shi ren! I stormed at Sarah who simply shrugged. He just walked away. What a rude boy. You think the Corps taught manners...
He might just be a tad shy. New kid. Give him a couple of days.
Can't imagine working with him. Good news though. I found the perfect species for my Plot assignment. Just hope that Sato likes it.
Excellent.
From where we were sitting, we could see the Quetzs perched in the Rookery specially designed for visiting Riders. Wings fanned the air as the Quetzs sunned themselves, enjoying the warmth. I wondered how Meng was faring and then pushed the thought away, especially when it came often with the rush of pain.
Watcher. Hunter. Are the two species as different as night and day?
~*~
6. Planting
Daniel Kelso, I decided angrily, was not even arrogant, but presumptious as well. It annoyed me to no end that he was going to shadow me for an entire thirty days. His Quetz was no better: snappish, irritable and nasty-tempered. Vika, Lixi's partner and companion, seemed docile and pliant in comparison. For the sake of the exchange programme in which vital course credits were allocated at the end, I bit down the numerous sarcastic remarks threatening to spill forth from my lips. According to the instructor-coordinator for the programme, it was already too late for any last-minute changes.
I am stuck with this... stuck-up Rider, I thought moodily as I got down to work in my plot. Sato had approved my list and gave me the permission to procure the saplings from Nursery. Are all Riders like that? Even Lixi, insufferable as she is, is not rude.
I grabbed the shovel, flexed my gloved hands and got down to working. I was well aware that Daniel was lounging against the fence. Annoyance flamed up within me.
You can start by grabbing one of these, I gestured at my shovel. I was already perspiring like crazy.
He barely lifted his head to acknowledge me simply retrieving a shovel from the pile of gardening equipment.
I made sure that the rootballs were covered by the soil, patting the area around the saplings to ensure the plants stand firm and balanced. Danied, admittedly, did his share of the work, wiping his sweaty brow with his hands. He must be my age, I mused, putting the shovel back. Fifteen going on to sixteen. Maybe seventeen.
At last, the Casuarina saplings were planted and staked. I had to work out the hard part: watering. As I expected, Daniel put up a good fight.
Sprinklers, Daniel suggested. The soil needs constant moisture.
No, it would mean wastage of resources, I countered, rolling my eyes. Remember we are only given minimum leeway. We need to work with what we have.
You have hard soil, he kicked the ocher-toned soil with his boots.
Yes, I noticed. Next?
I am a total blank, a noncommital shrug.
Oh sure, you are, I groused. I leafed through my notes, painstakingly compiled in front of the SOIL terminal. I suggest we ring the saplings with plastic, so that moisture could be retained via condensation, followed by regular watering.
Fair enough, another shrug.
Look, Daniel, I said quietly. We are aiming for course credits. Your attitude isn't exactly helping, either.
And you are Miss Sunshine.
What? I suppressed the urge to slap him.
You walk around as if there is a perpetual thunderhead above your head.
You!
The truth hurts, doesn't it? Verdant noticed it straightaway.
Verdant?
My Quetz. C'mon, Miss Sunshine, you are as clear as crystal. Everyone could see your 'tude from a mile away.
Daniel Kelso. I believe that's awfully rude coming from you.
He shrugged, a gesture which I associated with him the first day I met the Rider. He swaggered off to the shady area where they kept their refreshments, leaving me to stew in my anger... and embarrassment. Was I that transparent?
~*~
I did not speak to the Rider for the duration of the afternoon. He had hit a raw nerve in me and I did not like that. Not at all. It rankled me that I was so obvious. The realization hurt me more deeply than his words.
A brief sandstorm blew through the Agri-seer headquarters, halting outdoor activities for a good half an hour. The Quetzs covered their eyes with their huge wings, tucked into themselves as they weathered the stinging sand. They were used to sandstorms. It was part of their culture. In fact, they taught the First Colonists to weave 'pinion ponchos' with large sleeves to protect the face.
The saplings! I gasped, rushing to the window. The reddish sand had obscured everything in a haze.
When I ran to my plot, thoughts of failure and disappearing course credits in my mind, Daniel was already there. Covering the saplings with porous netting. The saplings were not affected by the sandstorm.
Daniel.
The saplings need some cover, Daniel said simply.
Thank you.
We are aiming for course credits, aren't we? Was there a twinkle in his brown eyes? I am glad we got that clear.
I bit my tongue, resisting the urge to snap back at him. Instead, I offered a hand. Let's go to the cafeteria. They have spicy potato wedges. We both deserve a treat.
Daniel looked at me curiously. Then he laughed, nodding.
~*~
7. Dancing
I swore something under my breath. It was an obscene Neo-Han phrase, one that quaranteed a reprimand from my mild-mannered Mother. Yet I repeated it again and again, finding some satisfaction in its ferocity and scatological overtones. At least I was not bottling my anger up. The sapling in front of me had tinges of brown, a sure sign that it was not absorbing moisture well.
Transplantation shock? Daniel eyed the sapling critically.
Looks like it. This is so... frustrating.
Hey, Miss Sunshine, things happen. Can't expect everything to be peachy-keen all the time.
You are a good source of cheer.
We grinned roguishly at each other. It was the second week of the month. The rest of the saplings seemed to be doing well. Except that single browning sapling.
I don't think they would mark us down because of one failed transplantation, Lifang. Daniel said firmly. I mean, look at the rest of them. They are flourishing.
I was about to open my mouth when a shriek pierced the air like metal twisting. Both of us winced. Daniel had an odd look on his face.
What just happened? I blinked as he headed straight for the Rookery a few blocks away. I felt like an idiot.
I will tell you later.
Another shriek, seemingly to answer the first one. When I finally caught up with Daniel, it seemed that everyone was rushing out of their classrooms and allotments to watch the spectacle. A crowd headed towards the Rookery.
What I saw was two Quetzs with wings spread wide, facing each other. One was colored russet, like the pelt of a fox, while another was a wolf-grey. Their wings shimmered and their throats were pulsating with light. The wolf-grey Quetz clapped its jaws once, dipping them in a bow. The fox-colored Quetz bowed back, beak nodding in a curiously humie gesture. Suddenly, the two threw their heads up and hooted. Their combined voices sounded like ships sounding their harbor proximity horns.
They are dancing, Daniel said. Venn and Vila are mating.
They are?
The two Quetzs dipped their heads, forming a heart shape with their elegant necks, before leaping into the sky. They spiraled around each other, hooting and clapping their jaws.
They will mate in seclusion, Daniel grinned, changing his sullen face. He was actually quite good-looking. I felt uncomfortable. Let us go and congratulate Conrad and Timothy.
Uhm, I tried to find words and faltered. The mating turns them into a couple? I flushed, my ear tips hot. Uhm, you know, uhm, a couple...
Daniel stared at me mouth open as if in surprise. He guffawed aloud, startling a group of Year Two cadets. Of course not, silly. They are straight.You don't often get matings these days. Well, not within the same flock.
Females tend to lay one or two eggs, Daniel explained further. It will take about two more months before Vila goes to the Hatchery to lay her brood. Timothy will then be earthbound for a while. I don't envy his clerical duties.
You said it as if it were a bad thing.
The amount of paperwork the Corps gets daily, Lifang, is enough to put you off paperwork for a million years.
You are exaggerating.
We walked back to our plot of land in silence.
How old is Verdant? I asked while Daniel poured some water into our plastic cups.
Verdant? Five. That makes him a sub-adult. Three more years when his throat wattle reddens.
Daniel handed me my cup. I sipped at the water gratefully. The sun was beating down mercilessly. I wanted to stand under the cold sprinklers.
You ask a lot of questions about us Riders.
Daniel's face, practically next to me. He was still immensely irritating. Are all boys like that? I thought, suddenly dizzy and warm.
I am just curious.
You want to be a Rider.
Don't we all? I shut my mouth once the words were out. They sounded bitter.
Lifang. I am...sorry. Was it because of that you had a chip off your shoulder?
I turned away. Why must I be so obvious all the time?
A gentle hand rested on my arm. I started, almost pulled away. Daniel's face was unusually kind now.
Daniel?
You have a deft hand with plants. I see it when you work at the plot. Maybe it's a sign that you are meant to be an Agri-seer?
I...
You love plants. It shows.
You don't know me.
Of course, I don't. It's barely two weeks into the month. I am not psychic. I am not a Reader.
I refused to respond.
You either have to come to terms with this or you end up going crazy, Lifang. Just let me say that I have seen folks who waltz into the Corps, hoping to become Riders, only to crash out by the end of the year. They are just too unsuited to Corps life, or that the Quetzs just don't really like them.
Accidents happen, because the pairings are not successful. No rapport between Rider and Quetz. Simple as that. Lifang, I don't know how to put it nicely.
Then don't.
Now it was Daniel's turn to sigh. Are you this stubborn all the time?
I had to grin. All the time.
There you go.
Daniel picked up the bucket of manure, wrinkling his nose. His expression softened. You want to know why I acted the way I was when I first saw you.
Why?
I wasn't really happy that the Wing-master sent us to the Agri-seers. We call you guys 'greenies'.
Greenies? I giggled. It fits.
Well, greenies. The older Riders call you 'hippies', you know, after the weirdo movement back in Terra's past. Love and peace, flower power, the like. I thought you guys ate vegetables and flowers.
Oh, really?
You guys are normal, like us. And the Agri-seers operate pretty much like the Corps.
I thought you Riders were these lofty beings, in some exalted unreachable place in the west.
I guess we are pretty much even.
Pretty much.
Daniel did something else. He kissed me on the cheek, manure-covered and all.
Daniel Kelso?! Is this part of the exchange programme? I grumbled. A pleasant warmth centered in my chest. I like this. I like this.
Not really. I just want to show you that I am human too. We all make mistakes.
Is this an apology?
Of sorts.
Let's get back to work, before Slavedriver Sato finds us lazing away.
Daniel saluted jauntily. We worked in companionable silence, our differences put away for now.
~*~
8. Dancing (II)
The Agri-seer cadets welcomed the arrival of the End-Of-Week as it meant a break from the intensive lessons and practicals. Most of them swam in the Bay reserved for the Agri-seers, enjoying the sea breeze and waves. Some of them took the time to write letters and send small tokens to their families scattered around on Jin. I sent parcels to my loved ones: a bookmark made with pressed flowers for my sister, a handwritten letter to Mother and a box of oolong tea for Father working in the far away mines. I had finally used up the hundred jin granted to every Agri-seer students. I would have to wait for next month.
Sarah got together the Traveller Gang for an evening meal. We pooled our resources together, buying the ingredients to make popiah, a dish my maternal family was known for. Daniel turned up with a bottle of non-alcoholic grape cider later in the evening; his wing mates followed, each bringing something to be shared.
I demonstrated making the rolls, to the delight of the gathered Agri-seers and Riders. The trick is in the fillings. You have to slice the jicama really fine and use the right amount of sauce.
Tastes sweet, Hermes commented. His dandruff was back, more than ever. It looked as if he was covered in a thin layer of snow. He seemed to have grown thinner. Level 104 lived up to its infamous reputation. Sweet sauce?
Yes, I nodded. You need to seal the sides in before rolling like this. She carefully folded the edges in, rolling the soft papery wrap into a cylindrical shape.
With gales of laughter, we created different shapes. Daniel made a pouch, Hermes and Luke (Rider of Vokoss) bags and variations of cylinders. They ate with gusto, sucking their fingers as the sweet juices dribbled down their hands and arms.
This is incredibly messy, Timothy wiped his mouth. His Quetz, Vila, had returned after her mating with Conrad's Venn. But helluva fun.
I eat this every Spring, I said, making another. It tasted so good. It's something passed down from my maternal line. Roots were in China.
You are quite particular about your culture, Monica von Sebastian (Rider of Vivan) said.
It's the only thing I got and I was born in it, I said. It's good to learn where you came from.
We are Jinians, Timothy stated.
Our ancestors came from Terra, your point meaning? Sullah sliced the hardboiled eggs as she spoke up. Do you ever care about your roots?
Timothy shook his head. I don't. My family started afresh on Jin. We are Jinians.
Still, Monica nibbled at her popiah. It's charming.
I cringed. I disliked having my culture referred to as charming. But I stayed my tongue. This was supposed to be a gathering of friends, not a political debate.
Look, they are starting the music. Sarah tactfully interjected, clearing the dishes away.
Who's playing tonight? Vinesh brightened up noticeably.
The O'Shandy Group, Daniel said. Fiddle, bodhran and pipes. Care to dance, madam? He extended a hand to me.
I laughed, feeling the knot loosen in my stomach. I was determined to enjoy the night. With a theatrical bow, I led Daniel to the Music Square.
~*~
9. Hunting
I woke up to screams and shouts. For a horrifying moment, I thought there was fire. Someone shook me. It was Sarah, her dark hair tousled, having roused from her bed.
A wild one is raiding the herds!
My heart leapt, irrational hope soaring like a freed bird. Sarah grabbed my hand, pulling me to the door. They could see the herds from their dormitory.
The distinctive shape of a wild one was swooping down towards the herd of bleating sheep. The color of the fur was...
... black. Jet black.
Not Meng, I breathed hoarsely. Sarah stared at me as if I was babbling nonsense or sprouted an extra head.
What? Sorry? Sarah's voice betrayed her panic. She was born in a Sector where wild ones were relatively rare.
A wild one I know back at the farm, I said, my heart lurching now, as the Agri-seer officers tried to warn the rogue off with bright flashes of light. It flew on with deadly persistence. She could hear the Quetzs calling out.
They should use high-pitched noises, I held Sarah tightly. And within minutes, a loud piercing sound was heard. The effect was immediate: the wild one fell straight from the sky, crashing into a heap of wings and limbs. Tears brimmed in my eyes. I could not bear to watch.
What are they going to do with it? Sarah drew me into a sisterly embrace. I could smell the ligh talcum powder Sarah favored. Don't think they will kill it...
I don't think they will, Sar.
~*~
Lessons went on as per normal. Daniel and I went back to their plot of land to nurse the Casuarina saplings. The one single sapling had turned too brown and had to be removed. It was fast approaching the end of the third week and we had to submit their preliminary report to Instructor Sato.
I could hear the screeches coming from the enclosure where the wild one was kept. It seemed to be screaming itself hoarse. The Quetzs warbled nearby, their throats in various colors of red. Agitation, Daniel had explained to her. They did not like the idea of having a wild one captured. Incursions from their wild cousins were becoming common as humie settlements encroached into colonies. They were mostly innerland dwellers, unlike the Quetzs who tended to populate the coast areas.
Verdant tells me that the wild one is a rogue, Daniel grimaced as another unearthly howl rent the air. Probably thrown out of his home colony by the colony elders. They don't like disorderly conduct, very much like us when we deal with crims.
Meng, thought I sadly. Is he a rogue?
They are doomed to travel around without a proper colony who would accept them, Daniel said, spraying water on the saplings. The soil condition seemed better.
A chorus of shrieks, this time from the Quetzs, distracted them from their task. There was another dark shape in the sky.
My mouth fell open. She recognized that shape anywhere. That fur color, that hooked beak.
Meng!
~*~
That's his brother, Daniel whispered. Color me surprised.
Verdant told you? My heart was pounding at the sight of the wild one, my wild one, alighting gracefully next to the enclosure. The Agri-seers scientists were clustered together, joting down notes and collecting data.
Yes. But I am not an expert on Quetz psychology. Not even a wild one's. Daniel turned to me, his expression serious this time. You said that the wild one was Meng? Care to explain?
I met him when I was back at my family farm. He used to frequent a place I visited often. I call him 'Meng'. Neo-Han for 'dream'.
Now this is new.
I remained silent.
Noone dares to approach a fully-fledged Hunter for generations. Even the Watchers the Quetzs approach them as we would approach a tribe in Terra's Amazon.
The wild ones are not bad.
I am not saying that they are bad. They are just... wild.
He allowed me to touch him. But only for a short while. He was really skittish.
Couldn't blame him. We humies have a bad rep amongst their kind.
A series of clacking sounds drew my attention. Meng was hobbling towards me, his head lowered. Daniel swore, pulling me behind him protectively.
Stand still, Instructor Cortez's voice rang out, paralyzing us into place. Looks like the wild one knows one of you.
10. Meeting
Meng snaked his neck forward, his jaws clacking. Wellmetulas, a voice of wind and of sand undulated in my mind. Iamhereformykin. An image of the black-furred wild one flashed as well.
I think he says that he is here for his kin, my mouth was dry.
Yesyesyes, the voice continued in my head.
He's talking to you? Daniel said sotte voce. The long hooked beak was inches away from them. I could smell the sea on Meng.
I nodded.
The plot thickens. Daniel growled. There was a high-pitched trill and Verdant winged his way down, effectively forming a solid Quetz wall between his Rider and the wild one. Meng screeched, backing away.
Whoa, whoa, whoa. You two stop it, I yelled. The Agri-seer scientists and officers strode towards the tableau.
Freemybrother, Meng said, bobbing his head. Ourmothersworry.
You have different mothers?
Samefather.
Why are you talking to me now? I said. Why?
ItrustyouYougivefood.
Slow down. You ramble.
I trust you. You give food. I like you. You good ula.
Verdant warbled something indistinctly, almost like a comment.
Okay, nobody is calling anybody a barbarian, Daniel said quickly. No. Names.
Verdant clapped his jaws, followed by Meng.
The rest of the instructors had jogged up, circling the Quetz and the wild one warily. I saw Alicia Cortez watching us, disbelief on her face. The wild ones had never indicated interest in communication with the human colonists, except for the very unfortunate incidents where a few had been killed. Things were definitely changing. I was sure of that.
Cadet Lifang, Alicia said, her voice gentle yet firm. We need to talk.
~*~
They asked me many questions, starting from how I met Meng right down to how Meng spoke to me. Two other stern-faced Agri-seers, one man and one woman, sat beside Alicia Cortez. It occurred to me that the encounter with Meng was significant. The interview made me feel as if I was in an interrogation room. Perhaps I was being interrogated afterall.
I half-expected to be escorted by people in white coats later.
You do know this is a rare occasion where a Quetzalcoatlus wang voluntarily interacts with a human being. The woman Dr Nyet spoke with a lilt in her voice. She was typing furiously in her Infometer while her counterpart Dr Fan nodded, recording the interview with a portable Reader.
Yes, ma'am, I said politely.
Wing-master Tet will be arriving shortly. He wants to talk to you.
Yes, ma'am.
I saw the glance passed between the three adults. Alicia cleared her throat.
You have to be aware that you might not ride the Quetzalcoatlus wang, Cortez said, an edge in her voice. The wild one might reject a rider.
I cast my eyes down. Yes, ma'am.
A whistle, the chorus of Quetz voices forming a discordant symphony.
The Wing-master is here.
~*~
Wing-master Tet was a tall man with Neo-Han features, his face chiselled and sunbrowned by exposure to sun and wind. His uniform bore the bird rampant insignia of the Corps. Broad-shouldered and draped with a riding shawl, he was an imposing figure right next to his big Quetz, a golden-furred creature with bright eyes and hooked jaws. The wings were notched in several parts, testament to the seniority of the Quetz.
When Alicia Cortez escorted me to meet the Wing-master, I had to continue walking with myhead held high. My knees were weak, I was hit with a wave of nausea. I was afraid and nervous.
Wing-master Tet's gaze pinned me to the spot.
This is the recruit, Alicia? Tet had a surprisingly pleasant voice, deep and resonant. This greenhorn? I stiffened. He might as well be addressing pond scum. That tone!
Yes, Wing-master, Instructor Cortez's reply was formal. She is a Year One student.
How long have you known the Hunter? Tet turned to me, his Quetz watching me now. He radiated an intense warmth.
Not long, sir. Two months, on and off, I said, struggling against a mouth gone dry.
It is not a pet, recruit.
Pet. Pet. I curbed a surge of...indignation. I resisted the temptation to snap back at the Wing-master that Meng remained wild and skittish all the time. He was never a pet.
You give a wild one treats and hope it becomes tame. So that you can touch and pat it. A fantasy nursed by almost every child on Jin. But a wild one is no pet. None at all. You understand that?
I am well aware of that fact, sir, I felt deflated, knowing he had seen through me.
Go back to your studies, become an outstanding Agri-seer, Wing-master Tet said, his hand on the Quetz's neck. Let the wild one go. He deserves to go back to the wild.
I think, sir, you are missing an opportunity to work with a wild one, I countered and I shut my mouth, surprised at my temerity. Tet gave me a hard look. Are the Riders afraid of the Hunters?
The Wing-master's face flushed a dark color. The Hunters have refused to work with us for generations.
Well, this one wants to, I argued back. He trusts me.
Is it true, Cortez? Tet regarded the instructor with an arched eyebrow.
Alicia nodded.
Girl, this is a complex problem. No-one has tried talking to the Hunter elders. Tet's expression softened somewhat.
We can try, I said. Sir.
Two large shadows flitted across the bio-domes. Two wild ones: Meng and his brother. They were finally on their way home.
Are you sure he will come back to you? Tet again.
I looked at the Wing-master, watching the dwindling shapes in the sky.
I am sure, sir. I am sure.
~*~
11. Dreaming
We completed our written report in an overnight misadventure of researching, arguing and typing furiously into our individual Infometers. At last, when dawn broke, the dreaded written assignment was done. For me, it was back to schoolwork. My meeting with the Wing-master left her with a sour taste and anxiety. What if Meng did not return?
Was it a dream?
I woke up to work in my plot. It would remain with me until I graduated from the Agri-seers. The early morning was cold, bearing with a hint of the sea. Daniel was still asleep. I was happy to be alone, with myself and my thoughts. My gloved hands patted the soil. I frowned, pulling the gloves off. Iworked better with bare hands. Back at the farm, I dealt directly with the brown earth, feeling the moistness, the grainy texture on my skin. I loved the smell of it, filling my nose with the promise of growth.
A familiar cry triggered a rush of exhilaration. I did not have to look up to know that Meng was back. Except that I was sure Meng wasn't his real name. He was a Hunter.
The colors of desert sand and water streamed through my mind. I gasped, belatedly realizing it was how the Hunter communicated. Colors. Images. It was a beautiful visual language.
What is your real name? I asked as the wild one as he ambled up towards me, reminding me somehow of an exuberant puppy.
He tilted his head, blinking
I am sorry. Name? What you call yourself? I patted my chest, feeling silly.
An image of stars lit up my mind, half-dazzling me.
That's what you call yourself? It's... beautiful.
The wild one clapped his jaws, tapping his chest. You mean me? Well, I am called Li Fang. But for simplicity's sake, I call myself Lifang. Fang means 'direction' in Neo-Chinese... I don't really know how to explain this.
A flash of pebbles, grey and rounded, appeared immediately after I finished speaking. He tapped his jaws against his brown-furred chest, like a stork preening itself.
I am grey pebbles? I laughed. Thank you.
He clapped his jaws in assent. I could see every detail on the wild one's body: brown chocolate fur, the series of holes along his crimson-orange jaws, a slash mark (claws?) on his neck and finger-claws along his wings. So Hunters had extra limbs for grip. It was intriguing, indicating a different evolutionary path from their Quetz cousins.
I reached out my right hand and the wild one pressed the front of his beak against my palm. The beak was surprisingly hot, like a heated stove. I could feel the power behind the gesture.
12. Crying
I received a letter from Lixi two days after the wild one returned. The letter was delivered by Quetz and written in my sister's neat handwriting.
Ni hao, sissie, heard that you encountered a Hunter. The Corps is buzzing with the news. They keep telling me that you might end up at the Corps. But hey, remember: they are not as placid as Watchers. They are wild, unpredictable. Do you recall the incident at the zoological observatory? Someone wanted to pat the neo-lion cub and the little fuzz ball bit him. Remember that? Just be careful, Lifang. Send my regards to Mother.
I crumbled the letter into a little ball. Why was everyone telling me that the Hunter was dangerous? Even Lixi, my older sister. My own biological kin. A Quetz Rider, for crying out loud.
Nightskystars rested in the Rookery, sequestered however away from the Quetzs. Groups of Agri-seer scientists hung around, recording his every movement, even right down to his diet.
You know, Sarah noted softly. For hundreds of years, the Hunter culture has been largely left untouched and studied. Why now?
Must be something about the pact made with the Quetz elders, I said, staring at Nightskystars.
They consider the Hunters a wild race, Sarah tactfully steered me towards the lecture theater. They were running late for their Physics 101 lecture. Dr Lucas would skin us alive. Sort of like how modern man views a Pygmy tribe.
Racist?
Probably.
And bearing in mind that Hunters were killed in the past.
Bad experiences. Bad blood.
Humies never learn from their history lessons.
No. They never.
We sidled into the packed lecture theater, thankful to find empty seats at the back of the amphitheater.
My sister is all concerned. I whispered. Dr Lucas was talking about energy, gesturing animatedly.
I bet she is. Sarah was keeping an eye on the Vision-Screen, typing with one finger.
Everyone is telling me that the Hunter is wild.
What if he is?
Now you are with them.
Look, there is no 'them' versus 'you'. We are just worried.
Ladies, Dr Lucas's voice boomed across the theater. If you like to talk, please do it outside, uhm?
I lowered my head, pretending to look busy with my Infometer. I would have to keep my thoughts to myself for the whole day.
~*~
No?
Yes, cadet Li Fang, the Wing-master of the Corps said gravely.
It's just too unfair!
Let the Hunter go.
No.
Li Fang. An angry rumble, reminiscent of an imminent volcanic eruption.
No. No!
I fled, hiding my face so that my tears were hidden.
13. Flying
In the Agri-seer City, there was nowhere I could run to. Except my plot of land with the Casuarina saplings for company. There I sat, trying hard not to cry and failing. I was glad that nobody saw my tears.
Hi.
Daniel. I lifted my head, wiping my clogged nose. The Rider stood near by, looking surprisingly contrite.
I am sorry, Lifang.
Guess you heard the news, huh? I brushed the soil off my trousers, watching Daniel. He appeared ill-at-ease.
Yeah.
An uncomfortable silence descended between us.
Daniel, are you hiding something from me?
To my astonishment, he turned sharply away. Nothing, Lifang. I am just feeling under the weather. Must be the virus going around the Dormitories.
With that, he walked towards the main bio-dome, leaving me behind. Daniel, I shook my head. A commotion in the Rookery, where the Quetzs were saddled for their return trip back to the west, broke the tranquility. Squawks, hoots and shrieks repeated again and again.
Meng. Cold fear threatened to paralyze me. Meng, no!
When I arrived at the scene, the huge Quetz, belonging to the Wing-master, was snapping at the Hunter. The jaw-claps were not friendly. The Hunter responded by screaming and fanning his wings, his head swinging in an agitated manner.
I found myself lunging forward to stop the bullying. Looks like the big Quetz is chasing him away. Why?
Someone restrained me, firm arms around my body. I fought the arms as hard as I could. Let me go! And I knew I babbled something rude in Neo-Han. I needed to get to the wild one who was by now pushed back to the very edge of the Rookery, right next to the beach head.
Calm down. Daniel's voice next to my ears. Do not try to make the whole thing worse.
I jabbed an elbow into his rib. He cried out, letting go. Then I was running towards the wild one, inserting myself between the snapping jaws of the Quetz and the trembling wild one. I could smell the combined intense odors of the two: fishy, echoes of the sea, and soil. And interlaced with the scents: blood. Sharp, coppery.
No. Stop it! I shouted at the Quetz. The Watchers could be as wild and feral as the Hunters. The two species could be the same. Were they that different?
I caught glimpses of the crowd. Daniel. Sarah. The rest of the young Riders. Wing-master Tet. The man's grim face fueled my determination.
A hard nudge almost knocked me to the ground. It was Nightskystars. His eyes were undoubtedly frightened, whites showing, his jaws opened instinctively to display his needle teeth. He had lowered his body, almost flattening it to the earth. Submission?
I pulled myself up the sun-warm-furry body of the wild one, crouching down, belly against his back.
Nightskystars launched himself into the sky.
~*~
14. Dreaming
Sprawled on the sun-warm back, I experienced a surge of wild exhilaration. Wind screamed, my blood screamed and I screamed, out of sheer joy mingled with shock. I could feel the muscles moving beneath my chest, undulating under my knees.
Nightskystars's animal instincts kicked in. He bucked and shook like a feral stallion, clapping his jaws. I saw his fear: the tumble of sensations like storm-tossed debris and the frantic need to get the stranger off his vulnerable back.
The exhilaration turned into stomach-wrenching fear. Another violent shake to dislodge me and I fell.
~*~
I plummeted, a falling star out of control. It was not flying. It was simply the triumph of gravity.
I plummeted, my face burning with sun and tears.
While the ground rushed towards me, I dreamed.
~*~
Lixi was annoying. She always had been. Taller, prettier and smarter, Lixi made sure that her little sister knew she was boss. I worked tirelessly at the farm, tilling the soil, planting seeds and keeping an eye on their livestock. Lixi busied herself with reading and her friends, a group of girls about the same age. She helped out, but left most of the menial work to her Sissie. So when Lixi received the acceptance letter from the Corps, I was naturally jealous. And furious.
More people for you to boss around? I said, half-hating the sharp barbs within my words. Lixi glared at me, sticking her tongue out.
Jealous, sissie?
I shut my mouth, knowing my face burned and the truth hurt twice as much.
Lixi left soon after, joining the caravan to the west. Iwould get regular updates about the rigorous training, Lixi describing the first meeting with her partner Quetz and the subsequent exercises they would accomplish as a Rider pair. Lixi would also talk about the Corps Warren, where all the Riders were stationed at and where the Corps administration were based in; she would write about the many rooms and rookeries, as well as the complex corridors. It was a place I wanted to see with my own eyes.
It is huge, Lixi wrote breathlessly in her letter. Huge, almost as big as Diotima Butte next to the farm. We live side by side, in individual rooms. Our Quetzs sleep in attached Rookeries. The higher you are on the tiers, the more senior you are. The Warren gets really noisy during Game Days...
~*~
The triumph of gravity.
I spun down.
Someone shrieked. It was me. It wasn't me. I was dying.
~*~
Lixi sent back picts of herself in full Corps uniform/gear or posing with her Quetz.I loved/hated the letters. I wanted to know more about the Corps, about the Quetzs. But I hated the smugness in the letters. In turn, I took picts of the festival foods I knew Lixi craved and missed tremendously. Rice dumplings, tang yuan, peanut paste and lotus bean mooncakes. All lovingly hand-made by our Mother.
The Corps Warren was in the west, somewhere near the Lovelace Mountains. The First Colonists made the west their home, before they began terra-forming. The Quetzs called the Lovelace Mountains something else: Nest. Lixi hinted of a complex society, with matriarchal elders and clan-mothers.
They are not birds, Lixi said as much in one of her letters. Nor are they true pterosaurs. The names given by the researchers are just identifiers for an alien race/culture.
~*~
Crashing was like fire. Dazzling, painful and sudden.
Then pain dominated and darkness a welcome salve.
15. Crawling
I came to, in a blur of pain and rage. And the terror that I was suddenly paralyzed from the waist down. I could not feel my feet. My thighs were leaden, like stone blocks.
I realized that I was lying flat on my back and sharp things were jabbing right into my shoulder blades. That I could feel. I rolled my head to one side, seeing only jagged rocks the shade of red blood. My heart grew cold. Maybe I was already bleeding to death. I forced my fingers to move and felt gravel beneath my palms.
The sky was a dazzling orange. Evening? Dawn? How long had I been here?
Memories of falling from the wild one's back came tumbling back, together with the horrible feeling of despair. Trying to ride Meng was a bad mistake.
The wild one was gone. It was all my fault.
I gritted my teeth. Right now, I needed to get up.
Trying to roll onto my belly was a struggle. I must have broken something. The pain scared me for a moment, before I dared to use my upper arms to pull myself upward. The red rocks bit into my tender flesh, lacerations across my arms, red angry lines still oozing with blood. I was beyond shock seeing ugly green-purple splotches. Bruises.
I am hurt bad, I thought as I crawled, dragging my torso.
They might just expel me from the Agri-seers. I would just become nothing again. Nothing.
I was surrounded by rocks. Boulders. Meng must have dropped me into a secluded cove or something close. I could hear the sound of the surf. My mouth was dry. I imagined a flood of cold water.
I hated myself.
My fingers dug into the harsh sand. Pull, pull, pull. I saw Lixi's face. And my parents'. Pull, move legs, move!
Movement from above. I shook my head, sand spilling from my eyes. Quetzs.
I am here. I am here!
The winged shadows passed me by, disappearing into Jin-knows-where.
I dragged myself further upwards (or downwards). Confusion was setting in. So was the pain. It hit me like a powerful fist. Fire raced up my legs now and I cried out in pain. I sank back, face down on the sand, drained by that single cry.
I am sorry, Meng.
I closed my eyes. The sound of the surf grew louder, like the rasping of sandpaper. With a snarl, I started pulling myself forward again.
~*~
Hunger was a hollow and incessant feeling in my belly. The cuts were starting to itch. My fingers were sore now, digging right into the soil. A bath, I mused, pain dancing along my nerve synapses. I am still alive. I remembered the flower baths Mother used to make me take, the assorted flower petals floating in the fragrant water. Chrysantheum. To wash away bad luck, Mother said, scattering the handfuls of flowers into the tub.
A bath will be nice. Now. To wash my bad luck away.
So, where is the search party?
I glimpsed limpets and welks encrusted on the rocks. My stomach growled. I shouldn't be eating limpets, even though I had heard how sweet they were raw. There were many things the First Colonist pioneers had not succeeded in doing so. Many mollus species remained inedible.
Moving along.
Mother told me about the old tales, back on Terra, where they would feast on mollusks with hot spicy chilli sauce. That was before Terra became too polluted and human bodies too sick to deal with the bacteria.
Bath, food, sleep. Medicine. Yes.
Light seemed to be fading now. Night? Was I fading?
Lifang.
I looked up to see the face of a handsome angel wearing the form of Daniel Kelso. I smiled or thought I smiled. Behind him, I saw a furred body and gigantic wings. Verdant?
Daniel.
Shhh, don't talk. Help is on the way. He looked as if he was crying, holding my hand tightly as if I was about to slip away.
Perhaps I was already slipping away...
Daniel.
I am so sorry, Lifang. Shhh, rest.
I shut my eyes, succumbing to the darkness.
~*~
I spent two good weeks in the Agri-seers hospital, looked after by a team of doctors and nurses. They cleaned the cuts on my arms and face. Surface wounds, they wrote in their Medpads. Most of the damage had been psychological. They scanned my legs, did tests on the nerves in my spine. I saw them shaking their heads and dreams within me crumbled into ashes. I could twitch my toes, but sensation was largely elusive and mostly instinct.
Dr Ujabe sat down next to me one evening, after the Traveller Gang left my ward. Sarah had brought me fresh geraniums. The vivid orange and red colors brightened up the otherwise drab and sterile room. Dr Ujabe walked in, nodding warmly to my friends before settling down gracefully on the visitor chair. Her plaited hair rustled.
I have to be honest with you, cadet, the doctor's voice was musical, flowing. You might have to go through rigorous physiotherapy. She paused, watching me. Or that you might have to spend years in an auto-chassis.
I turned cold at that moment. Dr Ujabe continued, gently now. You can still walk, only that you have artificial support.
I am disabled. I said. My voice was monotonous. Neutral.
No! Dr Ujabe shook her head emphatically. You can still recover, after the therapy. It will just have to take a longer time.
I turned away from the surgeon, facing the open window. Sarah had informed me that Meng had returned, wailing mournfully. Indeed I could hear howling, albeit thinned because of distance. It had an edge to it. I grit my teeth.
You will be fitted with the chassis tomorrow morning, Dr Ujabe patted my hand, hesitated and walked out.
Thank you. I said, my reply so soft, forcing the doctor to lean forward.I pulled the blankets up to her ears, a wall of silence erected between herself and the doctor.
~*~
The surgeons integrated the chassis the next morning. I was out of it, until I woke up in intensive care, realizing belatedly that I was attached to tubes and IV-drips. I moved in some sort of fog, seeing the fleeting images of nurses and other medical staff. I thought I saw Mother, separated by glass and her face wavery with sorrow. Then I slid back into a deep dreamless sleep.
I was awakened by a strange sensation in my mouth: dry. Water, I tried to say, weakened like a day-old kitten. Someone placed cool glass on my lip and I sucked greedily. Liquid flowed down my throat, deliciously cold and sweet. I became more alert, feeling at first my fingers with the IV needle inserted into my hand and the whisper of cool air the air vents above my head caressing my face. Pinpricks of sensation danced along my legs like biting fire ants. My legs! There was something heavy pressing them down too. Pressure bandage? I tried to peer under the thick blankets, seeing only metal. Nausea returned with a sickening vengeance and I found myself retching dry heaves.
A cool hand wiped my face, cleaning my mouth. I blinked. Mother! I wanted to say that I was fine was I? - but the only thing I knew was to retch yellow bile out.
I slept most of the time, interpersed with retching and spoonfuls of water. I couldn't eat yet, the IV providing the needed nutrients. The surgeons checked the chassis for any bleeding or rejection. So far my body was showing no signs of rejection. It had accepted the chassis.
It was a week when I was able to sit up with the help of the nurses and Mother. They also showed me the chassis: a pair of sleek silver braces, joined to my hips. I winced to see the bruises and red sores surrounding the synapse points. I could feel something on my back too, a metallic coldness stabbed into the base of my spine. It was a part of me and not. The knowledge of this was unnerving. The person in the mirror wasn't me. I had become a monster.
Physio will start next month, the main surgeon reassured me. We need to get you up and walking. His placating tone irked me but I kept my peace. My mother sat beside me, smiling in her quiet way.
I look like a cyborg, I thought, trying to shift my weight. I am a cyborg.
I stared out of the window. Who is taking care of my casuarina saplings? Meng? Where is he?
Am I still an Agri-seer cadet? Am I?
16. Healing
Walking made I curse aloud, eliciting startled stares from the rest of the patients exercising at the work stations and a chagrined Look from Mother, who had left the farm at the capable hands of Malik, the farm supervisor, so that she could look after me.
The chassis was cumbersome, making me move like a robot. When I lifted my legs, the servo joints buzzed, further reinforcing the general feeling of depression. I am a cyborg. I walked in some degree, but my legs were no longer mine. And I was clumsy, almost falling over when I first made my few steps. I held onto the bars for my dear life, dreading the sudden feel of weakness in my body.
Lixi flew down to visit me. My older sister showered me with affection, fetching my medications and helping me walk around the ward. I felt grateful and irritated at the same time. Father wrote a letter, expressing his shock and his love. My family rallied around me. I should be feeling gratitude. Instead, I knew that a cold lump of anger had settled in my stomach.
The right servo joint whined alarmingly, giving way at the knee. I stumbled, muttering a stream of Neo-Han curses.
Slowly, slowly, the physiotherapist said, holding me up. She was the same physiotherapist who breezed into the ward one day and told me to just walk.
I am trying, I said through gritted teeth and pushed myself up.
I was going to graduate later than the rest of the Traveller Gang, I knew. When Sarah was out on her first Agri-seer assignment, I would still be struggling through my last year.
Maxine led me through the exercise, checking my reflexes and gauging my 'emotional weather' as Maxine put it cheerfully. When I began to show signs of fatigue, I halted the exercise and declared we would continue the exercise the following day.
I sat down, hating the sound of the chassis hissing away like steam-driven pistons. Mother gave me a bottle of water; I drank in small sips, stilling myself. The next ordeal was walking out of the physio room.
The wild one was out there, waiting for me. Mother said something in a Neo-Han dialect and shielded me with her body, glaring protectively at the brown-furred Hunter.
Shoo, shoo! Mother was saying, swatting at the Hunter with her yellow cardigan. Meng squawked and backed away, flapping his wings. I saw the grey jagged hues in my mind: the Hunter was disturbed.
And unhappy.
Ma, don't! I tugged at my mother's arm. We were drawing a crowd of curious onlookers.
Ah, wild ones. Pests. Pests.
They are not pests, Ma.
I wanted to touch Meng, to regain back that trust. Mother pulled me away, leaving the Hunter hooting mournfully behind me. I remained silent throughout the slow journey back to the small house allocated to me for my convalescence. Once back, Mother prepared a tub of water and sprinkled a handful of flowers in. I could smell jasmine and rose. Mother would wash my body with the perfumed water everyday. I wondered how Mother managed to get the flowers as ornamental flowers were only restricted to nurseries in the inner regions of Jin.
I itched to get out there again. Under the sun, working in my plot of land, going for lessons. Something. I wanted my friends with her. Isolation was a terrible thing. As I endured the sponge bath, staring at the jasmine buds bobbing in the water, I contemplated on my life options.
I still want to fly.
Mother was singing a ditty in the old dialect she often reverted to in times of stress or consternation. Ti oh oh.
I need to complete my Agri-seers training.
The sockets on my hips felt as if they were nibbled on by an army of fire ants. The chassis was integrating well with my bio systems, said Maxine and the surgeon. I should be reassured. I was walking, wasn't I?
Now I walked clomped around like some iron beast (cyborg!), feeling less and less human. More machine. That's the depression talking, Maxine told me.
Mother toweled me dry and dressed me in the loose shift (for comfort, Mother said). I stomped over to the window, seeing the usual convoys of Quetzs in the skies, my heart aching with sharp longing.
Did Daniel say something about Riders who crashed out? Was I one of them? Why did Daniel keep apologizing to me?
He must be gone now. Back to the Corps Warren, back to being a Rider. Like Lixi.
I am such a failure. No. I am an Agri-seer and I will fly. One day. One day.
Lunch, Mother placed a bowl of Eight Treasures rice in front of me. I held the chopsticks, suddenly thankful for the feel of polished wood in my hands. I nibbled on the fragrant rice, savoring the bits of red date and Chinese wolfberries. Mother had added sweet longans to it as well, enhancing the flavor. She had been brewing healing tonics for a month now. As much as I appreciated Mother being there for me, I knew that the farm would prosper once my mother returned. Malik could only do that much. Irrationally, I hoped the sand-chicken were doing fine and my squash patch was producing sufficiently.
I need to heal.
I looked up at my mother's face, startled to find more lines on the otherwise smooth face. Mother was always an ageless pixie to me, eternally youthful. It hit me that Mother was also getting old. I caught sight of a strange welt on Mother's neck. An old scar, with the shiny gloss of new skin growing over it. Claws? It looked like a deep wound.Why didn't I see it before?
Mother scooped up some herbal soup, double-boiled with fish glue, to help with wound-healing. I blew at the spoonful before slurping it down. It was deliciously savory, with hints of angelica. The warmth created a nice buzz in my stomach, giving me a momentary feel of pleasure and contentment.
I really need to heal.
~*~
I busied myself by reading through all my lecture notes stored in my Infometer, absorbing all the updated lessons, courtesy of Sarah who messaged me the new topics. Physics was intriguing as ever, biology interesting. What captured my attention was botany. We were going through plant cells now, replete with color illustrations of cellular membranes.
When I was not reading, I made myself walk around the house, stretching my arms and flexing my toes. Sometimes, I walked in the tiny garden, enjoying the fresh air.
You should be indoors, Mother had said, standing at the doorway. Lest that wild one finds you.
He's harmless. I shook my head.
Tsssh. He dropped you, didn't you?
I swallowed the hard lump in my throat. That isn't true. He's wild, not the Quetzs you see all the time.
Tsssh. I know Quetzs, Lifang. With that cryptic phrase, Mother walked back into the house.
I stared at my mother's retreating figure, questions surfacing in my mind.
~*~
I spent another frustrating week at the physiotherapy center, guided by the ever-patient Maxine. I was walking better now, synchronizing more with the chassis. It still felt foreign to me, an artificial external limb, not an extension of me.
It will always feel artificial to you, Maxine explained once when we were taking a break from one of the exercises, I snacking on a protein bar. Like this. She pulled up her right sleeve, exposing a prosethetic arm complete with metal joints. It took me almost a decade to get used to it. Even then I feel odd, when I flex it and feel my old fingers moving.
What did you do to deal with the you know stress? I blinked, trying to mask my shock. The arm looked so real, with authentic skin tone.
Maxine laughed, a merry sound. I cried a lot, when they first amputated my arm. Freak accident at the sandbars, when a sting-tail bit me. Didn't see it until it was too late. My arm swelled up and turned purple. Doctor told me that I had no choice but to have it removed, because the toxins were that awful. When I saw the prosethetic, I hated it.
I was only a kid then, like you.
I nodded, turning away, my face burning. I put the half-eaten bar away. Let's continue with the treadmill. I got up gingerly and began to walk sedately on the moving belt.
I received a surprise after the session. Daniel Kelso lounged in front of the physiotherapy center, bearing a small bouquet of flowers. Red geraniums with baby's breath. He regarded me closely when I clomped towards him, his expression unreadable. Daniel handed the bouquet to me, suddenly smiling.
I wanted to see you, before I start my new assignment to the Barren Hills, he greeted me by saying. How are you?
I had to smile. I am alright, I suppose. Walking again with these.
Uhm, are you taking well to them?
Trying to. I am getting used to them, but they are still strange. They are not part of me.
Wing-master Tet doesn't like the idea of you flying on the Hunter. The uhm accident convinced him Hunters are unsuitable as Companions. I am sorry, Lifang.
Why do you keep apologizing to me, Daniel?
Daniel didn't look at me. I told him about you. What I knew about you. He said and his words trailed into silence.
I see. The cold lump of rage inside me grew colder, like a glacial river.
I am sorry, Lifang. He kept asking me about your profile and the Hunter. I can't disobey him!
I know.
Lifang.
Now go. Goodbye.
I said I am sorry, Lifang.
I thought you were my friend, Daniel Kelso. You are just another suck-up Rider. Qu ni de!
Lifang!
I turned resolutely away, walking to my plot. I was well enough now to go back to class.
I dropped the bouquet to the ground, not looking back.
17. Planning
The sight of Nightskystars/Meng hobbling shocked me to the core. The Hunter was thin, with the ribs showing clearly on the already-sleek aerodynamic body. Nearby, I was aware of the Agri-seers instructors watching, the scientists with their recorders.
I extended my hand out. But Meng refused to come closer, bobbing his head and clapping his jaws. I saw grey in my head again.
I am here, I could only say and hoped he understood the words.
Meng remained unmoved, eyeing me with his bright eyes. The mahogany fur had burrs and knots. Daniel said something once about hygiene in Watcher society, that the inability to groom might mean ill health which would eventually lead to death. An ungroomed body could not fly as well as groomed and healthy bodies.
Alicia Cortez appeared beside me, a frown on my face.
Ma'am, I whispered. I need... a curry comb. Or a brush.
Huh? Alicia lifted an eyebrow.
Look at his fur.
Why?
He hasn't been grooming. Something about Quetzs and personal hygiene, ma'am. I suspect the same with the wild ones. I need a curry comb. I need to build trust again.
An instructor ran off to the stables, only to return with a curry comb. I received it, inhaled deeply and walked towards Meng.
I am here, I said, reaching out my hand slowly. I am walking towards you now. Meng lowered his head, tucking his wings in. I walked, her chassis hissing, very gingerly to the large body. I could smell the faint odors of the sea and something else. Like the after-smell of phlegm, I thought with a sharp pang of worry.
Then the rich dark brown fur was right in front of me. I placed the curry comb on the fur, feeling the shiver ripple through Meng and under my hand. His skin trembled, as if rejecting the contact. I slid the curry comb gently down. Meng shuddered, but he didn't resist.
I worked diligently, removing the burrs and untangling all the knots of fur. While I worked, the instructors and scientists watched, jotting down their observations. I focused on my task, my chassis forgotten, starting from Meng's neck to his flanks. When I finally straightened, aware of the shift in the sun's position, I knew something had changed in our relationship.
Meng turned to face me, his sinuous neck curving in a semi-circle. He touched the tip of his jaws on my right arm. It was an unexpectedly tender gesture.
With a pounding heart, I placed my hand on the top surface of his beak. We stood, facing each other, in silence.
~*~
Sarah waited for me to finish my assignment. Two weeks after returning back to the studies took a lot out. I was always drained. I soldiered on, completing my homework determinedly. The chassis was now something similar to background noise: I knew it was there, but I ignored it. It was the only thing I could do when it came to coping with the chassis. Mother had insisted on staying with me until the end of the term. I refused, stating that the farm needed her. Mother left with the caravan, not after stocking my pantry with sufficient dried and preserved food.
Done? Sarah said, shutting her Infometer down. SOIL was unbelievably slow today. She would have to do her research later.
Just a few words more, I muttered distractedly. I was favoring my left hand more. Nerve damage?
Done.
Lifang, Sarah began, groping for words to say. I heard that you might be going to the Corps Warren.
I nodded, leaning forward to hug my friend. You are sad.
Of course I am sad. You will be leaving us for two semesters. Sarah said, smiling ruefully. I am going to miss our nightly chats.
I tightened my embrace, smelling Sarah, a light sweetness. Rose?
Lifang...
Sarah planted a quick kiss on my lips. I pulled back instinctively.
Oh, I am sorry.
I laughed. It's okay, Sar. Didn't know you lean that way.
You are not offended?
No. I cupped Sarah's cheek gently. I thought about Daniel Kelso and experienced an unexpected pang in her heart. So much for boys and my own ambiguous sexuality. I had never thought about sex or sexual orientation. I am just Lifang. No, I am not.
Come, I tugged at my friend's hand, eliciting a shy smile from Sarah. We have a lot to catch up before I start packing for good.
We shared our fears and hopes over dinner, knowing that our friendship would withstand the trials of time.
~*~
I had to convince Meng to follow me during my trip to the west. The wild one was expectedly worried and hooted his concern. I was outfitted with an Agri-seer sponsored caravan, complete with guards and adequate comfort to last the trip. Sarah helped me pack. Warm clothing, pants, jackets, gloves. Sullah donated two woollen vests. The Corps Warren was known for its chilly and often foggy weather. Lixi had written about it regularly, complaining of the dampness and the perpetual chill.
The Traveller Gang celebrated with a small gather-together. Hermes brought out another bottle of wine which we shared liberally and with gusto. I was glad that her friends didn't treat her like a porcelain doll prone to break any minute. Nor did they walk on egg shells when I was around.
Gonna miss your popiah, Hermes burped indelicately.
That's all? I grinned, sipping at the tart wine.
We laughed, enjoying the light-hearted barbs. Sullah and Vinesh promised solemnly to look after Lifang's saplings.
Only Sarah looked unhappy. I couldn't blame her. I would miss her.
~*~
This being Jin, another blistering sandstorm hit the Agri-seer City, delaying the caravan journey for a day. I watched the reddish sand cloud the skies, hearing the familiar hiss-hiss of sand on the glass. Somewhere, I knew, Meng had taken shelter as well.
I was finally going to the west, to the Corps Warren. I closed my eyes. A dream. A dream.
What if I couldn't make the grade at the Warren?
Part Two: Quetz Flier
1. Journeying
The V-shape formation of the Quetz convoy shadowed the caravan, providing direction to the drivers. The Quetzs were joined by a brown-furred Hunter, flying slightly further away, the sun turning his fur bronze.
I watched the multi-hued wings dreamily. My caravan was comfortable, with soft cushions and blankets. We had earlier stopped over at the canyons for lunch. The rains had filled the streams to swift flowing water, snaking through the canyons in twinkling blue bands. Lunch had been lei cha tea rice with chopped vegetables, roasted peanuts and crispy fried anchovies. Light and refreshing. The Warren was half a day away. I couldn't wait.
What a varied landscape. From the grass lands to patches of temperate forests to the desolate-seeming canyon lands, Jin was a patchwork of textured terrain, by-products of the First Pioneers' terra-forming efforts. The dry desert conditions were slowly inching back in certain regions. But Jin was capable of breathtaking beauty: the terraces filled with azure-tinged water, the jade-green leaves of the forest lands and the marbled blue heavens providing a gorgeous dome above my head. The caravans had passed by small farms and homesteads, some of them selling their produce on road-side stalls. I tasted sweet lavender-flavored honey and sampled juicy tomatoes.
I was reminded of home and had to suppress the automatic brimming of tears.
At last, the head driver sighted the Warren in the distance. The landscape had become quite hilly, the caravan beasts draught horses having to climb the slopes with some effort. I peered past the driver's broad back, seeing something reminiscent of ancient structures back on old Terra. It was a cross between a caldera and the Roman Coliseum, built... no, carved straight into the mountain ridges. As the caravan moved steadily on, I could see a city constructed around the Warren. Tiny spirals of smoke wavered above a forest of chimneys. I blinked, overwhelmed by sensory overload. A large expanse of water Lake Vivian shimmered under the sunlight. It was where the Watchers hunted for their food: fish. Right in the middle of the bowl-shaped Warren rose the distinctive Spire, the main Rookery for the Quetzs attached to the Corps. I saw tiny forms made small by the distance taking off from the Spire like birds. A long time ago, the Spire formed part of the First Colonists' exploration fleet.
The caravan made its sedate way through the hills, finally approaching the outskirts of the Corps City. Unlike the Agri-seers, the Corps seemed to favor more buildings, most of them in tightly-packed apartment blocks. There were patches of color oh blessed greenery! - here and there, sky-rise gardens: I was surprised to see men and women harvesting vegetables on the roof-tops. They waved at the caravan cheerfully while they plucked squash and spinach greens growing lush on the open roofs.
They grow for their own consumption, the head driver said, urging the horses forward. They had help from us Agri-seer folk.
I nodded, trying to absorb everything she'd seen. A trunk, oil-driven, trundled past me carrying crates of spike-tail, a type of indigenous fish only found in this part of Jin. I wrinkled my nose at the fishy odor.
We passed an open-air marketplace. Boles of bright cloth were stacked on top of one another. Batik designs featured on many, intricate curls of orchids and markings. A man was unraveling a carpet, revealing a complex woven design. Persian, said the head driver. The draught horses faithfully walked on, drawing the caravan closer to the main Warren gate. I saw colorful lanterns stringed together for sale, reminded somewhat of the Mid-Autumn celebrations back home. Then a horn sounded, resonant and breaking the relative silence.
I gazed skywards, seeing the convoy of Quetzs and her wild one spiralling in the heavens. Someone sounded the horn and the large bronze gate in front of the caravan slowly parted.
I shuddered. I was finally entering the Warren.
~*~
The mountain walls soared up beside the caravan like curving hands. The last thing I didn't expect was silence. The Warren was unbelievably quiet, the surroundings only broken by beak claps from the watching Quetzs and soft polite conversation from the Riders and Corps staff. I suffered vertigo. The Spire soared right in front of me, an implacable monument on which more Quetzs perched, their crimson eyes observing me, beaks clacking away in audible comment.
My feet felt wobbly, chassis-ed or not. I hung onto the side of the caravan, seeing the unmistakable figure of the Wing-master stride over to me. Two other men followed him, dressed in the Corps colors of brown and blue.
Li Fang, Tet saluted crisply, which I returned belatedly, feeling awkward with the gesture. Welcome to the Corps Warren.
The Wing-master glanced at the descending convoy with their companion, the dark brown wild Hunter. The Quetzs made a wide berth around the wild one, their body language betraying their uneasiness. Their heads were lowered, their beaks hovering above the landing sand. Their Riders tried to reassure them with Hand Lang, a blend between Terran ASL and Quetz symbology.
Apprentice Rider Kelso will show you to your quarters, Tet said curtly. You will be assigned your Novice Wing tomorrow dawn at 0500.
I hardened my heart when she saw Daniel emerge from the throng of Riders ringing the caravan. He saluted, carrying my luggage in one hand. Mutely, he led me to the quarters section.
~*~
Our bootfalls made soft echos as we climbed the stairs. The Warren was interlaced with a multitude of stairs, with many of the rooms accessibly either by climbing or by flying. My chassis protested, resisting the hard mountain rock. I was determined to walk without faltering. At last, we stopped outside a door and Kelso pushed it open. I entered cautiously, seeing a sparsely-furnished room, large enough to accommodate me and another person. There was a small kitchenette and a toilet.
Kelso opened the balcony door, showing a large ledge. Landing ledge, he offered politely. For your Quetz. Neutral tone, very polite smile.
I looked around, daunted by the soaring mountain walls. The ledge seemed far away from the ground.
You got your wish, Lifang, Daniel said as he exited through the door. Cherish it well.
~*~
I had to comfort Meng who was clearly intimidated by the number of Quetzs. He was alloted a modest perch in one of the smaller Rookeries further down the bowl-curved Warren, far away from the majority of Quetz Rookeries. They had given him a pail of fish which he had left uneaten. I managed to coax him to eat two; he only calmed down noticeably when I brushed his fur with a loaned curry comb.
A girl another Apprentice Rider escorted me to the main Hall for dinner, showing me the cafeteria and the tables where the Novices sat. The girl had speckles across her nose, lively blue eyes and reddish hair. She was older, perhaps the same age as Lixi.
You are considered a Novice, the girl was saying, spooning fragrant beef stew on her tray. Though yours is a special case. Not all of us come ready with a fully-grown Quetz or Hunter.
I knew that the girl had looked at my chassis curiously. But the redhead was thankfully tactful and didn't say anything hurting or condescending. I scooped soft pumpkin cubes onto the hot rice, missing the food at the Agri-seers dining hall and home... I missed home.
You are a greenie, aren't you? challenged a dark-haired girl when she sat down at the Novice table. Sharp cheekbones, slanted eyes taunting her. Neo-Han extraction, just like me.
Yes. I am an Agri-seer, I answered and left it at that. I wanted so much to snap back at the Novice. It was my first day at the Warren; I didn't want to start a fight.
You have a Hunter. Think you can wing it as a Quetz Rider? The dark-haired girl went on, even though her friends were trying to stop her. I stared at the yellow-orangish mass on my tray, taking mouthfuls in.
Leave her alone, the redhead stood at the table and the girl promptly stopped her needling. You either zip it or I will make you run ten cycles around the Rim.
Yes ma'am, the Neo-Han girl glared at me, rattling her tray as she made her way out. Her friends twittered around her like a gaggle of geese.
The redhead glanced at the group dismissively. Mei thinks she's something to prove. Can't blame her. Her parents are Quetz Riders.
I am Siobhan, the Apprentice Rider smiled warmly. Apprentice Wing Fourteenth. Gotta go. Lights out in about two hours.
I spent the rest of the night alone, wrapped in my own thoughts.
~*~
Dawn came with a piercing siren, shocking me awake from a fitful slumber. I managed to clean up, donning the Novice uniform, the brown/blue with a red sash diagonal across the torso. The garments smelled as if they came straight from the factory. I smoothed the creases frantically. I couldn't wear the boots; the chassis was too cumbersome, even for standard issue boots.
The Warren was still dark and frightfully cold. I wished I should have worn the thick jacket given by the Corps stores. My breath plumed as I shuffled her way down the stairs, noting how slick the stone was with early morning dew.When I reached the Training Field, the Novice Wing was already standing at attention. I noticed Mei giving me an ugly smile. I quickly fell in with the rest, arms straight at my side. So different from the Agri-seers...
The Wing-sergeant was one of the men I had seen standing with Wing-master Tet when I first arrived at the Warren. He was a tallish blonde man, with a silver crossed-wing pin on the right collar. Even in the dark pre-dawn light, I could see that he had a scar across his lips, marring otherwise good looks.
I am Wing-sergeant Monroe, he said, his voice carrying across the Field. I will be your sergeant and trainer for the rest of the semester. Let it be clear that the training will be tough. Don't expect me to babysit you like a nurse-maid. My job is to turn you into Riders.
He made eye contact with every Novice. I was sure he stared at me longer.
Run five cycles around the Rim, Monroe barked, startling all of the Novices, including me.
With that command, my training began in earnest.
2. Training
They had flight theory lessons daily, with regimented exercises interpersed throughout the day. I forced myself to keep up with the Novices. I am a Novice, damn it! I goaded myself, punctuating every step with a Neo-Han swearword. It felt more satisfying that way. The chassis, though, kept me at the back of the pack, forcing me to run a bit slower than the rest. Monroe paced beside me, encouraging me, harangueing at me when I faltered, pespiration streaming down my face in constant rivulets.
Monroe brought us through a Quetz's anatomy, familiarizing us with terms like leading edge and wing femur. He made sure that we understood the body parts, including the cardiosvascular system and the muscles that made flight possible. Monroe introduced a life-size model of a Quetz, pulling out the different body parts so that we would examine them with our hands. It was similiar to the biology lessons back at the Agri-seers'.
The Quetz is similar in height and size to a Terran African elephant, with the wing span making it look bigger and taller. Length-wise, the Quetz resembles a Cessna, probably even longer. Cessnas were old airplanes still in use by the farming community to deliver fertilizers or soil.
Riding the Quetz is something you have to master, Monroe produced a large well worn riding saddle. He stood on steps placed next to the Quetz model, draping the saddle across the shoulders. The earlier pioneers experimented with laying across the back. But the Quetzs were not comfortable with the concept.
How about stirrups, sir? Thomas, a boy from Plains Sector Ten, raised his hand.
The Quetzs are not horses, Monroe said firmly, and Thomas schooled his expression before lowering his hand. They are your Partner Companions. You are Ambassadors.
While we rested in the heat of the day, I knew that many of the Novices were eyeing me with undisguised envy. A Hunter had chosen me. It was a honor which many craved. With a rueful smile, I set to work on my riding gloves, loosening the hardness with oil. I wasn't even sure if I was allowed to ride. Or even ride at all. Mei made many snide remarks about disabled riders in passing. The comments hurt and I spent nights in my quiet room crying myself to sleep. I hated it. Crying made me feel weaker than usual. I hated being weak.
The Corps didn't seem to have the camaderie I associated with the Agri-seers. It was still early days, I comforted myself. I thought about the Traveller Gang and their food parties. I kept mostly to myself at the Warren.
The evenings were the time when the Novices could finally take a breather. I often climbed up to the Viewing Platform facing Lake Vivian to watch the Quetzs and a lone Hunter skim the surface for fish. Their fleet forms were backlit by the sun. Spread beneath me was the Corps City, home to many Corps non-Rider staff. The bells would ring when the sun set, coming from a small church, a remnant of one of the old religions of Terra. There was even a Buddhist temple, tucked away in the outskirts. I could hear their gongs too, soft and resonant. A gentle comforting sound. Then like clockwork, lights flickered across the City as its inhabitants settled in for the night. Stars on land. Fireflies.
Siobhan sometimes spoke to me during the meal times. I hardly saw Lixi now away on assignment. I wanted so much to see my sister again. It would be so good to see a familiar and friendly face. To hear her calling me Sissie. Even Sarah, whom I missed the nightly chats and the shared kisses, the shared intimacy. Otherwise, the Warren was a lonely place, bleak and stark. No doubt very beautiful, but so very stark. Living in a room tucked right into the mountain simply added to the feeling of isolation. I tried to look for the aurora clarita, but try as I might, the skies above the Warren were empty of the beautiful phenomenon.
Most of the time I drew comfort from Meng, brushing his fur with a borrowed curry comb to remove the kinks out. I knew that people watched me; I felt nervous and intimidated. The Novice Wing had shown some dislike towards me, giving me the cold shoulder and refusing to speak to me during break time.
I had overheard Mei comment snidely, intending her jibe to be heard: It's like she is someone special, a marysue how irritating! A marysue was a stereotype, first popularized in vernacular fiction consumed by her age group. Everyone hated marysues, because they were just too perfect. Or special. That too.
I hated it.
Just one year.
I hoped I could last until that long.
~*~
Monroe gathered the Novice Wing around him one morning, right after a brisk run around the Rim. He motioned us to sit on the ground, before raising his right hand in the Hand Language sign of Land: five fingers spread out.
There was a musical trill in the sky, the source a sleek-looking Quetz with ruddy fur. It settled in front of the Novice Wing, fanning its large wings to balance itself. Female, I realized. A full mature adult. The female Quetz tucked in her wings, snaking her neck to look at the Novice Wing closely with sparkling ruby eyes.
This is Varadis, Monroe smiled, placing his hand on the top of the Quetz's beak. It was a tender gesture, at odds with the tough instructor we Novices knew. Some shuffled awkwardly, clearing their throats. She has been my Partner-Companion for almost two decades now.
Some of you have entered training with the preconception that it will be all a breeze. Get Partnered with a Quetz and the fun begins. Please get rid of that nonsense immediately. Monroe continued, his manner now stern. Your Quetz Partner is not a pet. If you are lucky, the Partnership will be for life.
The Wing-sergeant later demonstrated the saddling of a live Quetz, using Varadis as his subject. He draped the well-worn saddle across the shoulder blades, showing the Novices how to strap it in it. Enough accidents had caused the Wing-sergeant to be extra leery when it came to safety precautions.
The Quetz is sensitive to touch here, Monroe pressed three fingers on one particular area of the long neck, close to the 'nape'. You don't need bridles. For your training, you will learn how to use your hand to 'speak'.
Like Hand Language, I spoke up and my words drew a stinging glare from Mei. I hate that girl! Monroe smiled a thin smile, nodding.
You are right, he said, tapping Varadis on the neck. The Quetz warbled, clapping her jaws once. In a way. Quetzs are sensitive to subtle pressure points. You can't force a Quetz to fly. The rest of the Novices nodded. Varadis's wings were a mishmash of green and blue, like the surface of the ocean, full of shimmering colors. I could tell that Varadis was old; her wings had tiny notches, the leading edges looking as if they had grown new membrane.
Varadis felt matronly, unlike the snappish Vika or even the arrogant Verdant. The Quetz seemed to radiate a gentler spirit, allowing the Novices to approach her.
How about Meng? Nightskystars? Meng felt young, a teenager, curious and nervous. Perhaps he would soon grow into his adult self?
They are like us, I thought. Complex, multi-layered, undefinable. Like us. Are there the violent ones, the aggressors? The misfits, the rejects and the outcasts? Is Meng one?
A siren rang out, startling everyone. Varadis spread her wings and shrieked. Monroe straightened, his head tilted as if he was listening to something.
A fleet of cargo trawlers needs help navigating the Shallows, Monroe explained quickly. Varadis lowered her body, allowing him to vault across her back. I am going to lead the rescue convoy. At the meantime, please go through your manuals. There will be a test on Quetz anatomy. Groans from the Novices rose as Varadis hopped a few steps before launching herself into the air. She joined a convoy already in the sky.
I stretched. Standing in one position stiffened my legs, making me feel more leaden than ever. I was getting the hang of the chassis. But there were just days, I swear, the chassis had a mind of its own. I walked towards the library, trying to hide the limp. It was annoying.
Mei blocked her path. Where do you think you are going?
To the library, I said curtly. We have work to do, remember?
Mei said something in an obscure Neo-Han dialect, fast and nasal, before kicking me in the shins. Pain lanced up my legs, but I grit my teeth, balling my hand into a fist.
Go away, Mei, I spat. A shadow covered me. Meng. Wings extended, eyes fiery crimson, his jaws opened menacingly. You are just a pain in the arse.
What did you just say?
You. Pain in the arse. Wu liao.
Mei's jaws clenched defiantly. She wasn't intimidated by an angry Hunter. She took one threatening step ---
My fist connected the right side of the beautiful face, sending Mei sliding onto the ground. Mei's cronies gasped, caught in the dilemma to help or to run away. Meng snapped his beak in an audible kerrack. I stared, touched by his protectiveness.
Never ever threaten me with such bully tactics again, I growled down at Mei, my limbs shivering with ... Fear? Courage? I felt amazingly alive. Now leave me alone.
Mei scrambled up, trying to gather her dignity. I will tell Wingmaster Tet. You are a discipline case now!
You started it. Wu liao. I repeated the derisive words dismissively, Meng backing me up like a shield. I headed resolutely towards the library, turning my back against the seething girl.
~*~
Mei was right. I became a discipline case. Tet spoke to me solemnly soon after, in the privacy of his sparsely appointed office. First verbal warning, he said to me, his eyes boring right into me. Unforgivingly. I thought that he seemed determined to get me out of the Warren. What was his issue with me?
I sought refuge on the Viewing Platform, staring out into the distance. I heard the sounds of the temple gongs. Evening. The city lights shimmered into existence just like clock-work. The sight comforted me, even though my heart wallowed in self-pity.
The rhythm of the temple gongs accompanied me into the night, filling me with a sense of longing.
3. Longing (I)
As expected, Mei's attitude towards me didn't change. In fact, the hostility intensified with Mei competing with me when it came to the lessons and exercises. I felt that Mei's behavior was all very odd, because her parents were warm and friendly folk who mingled well with the Rider and non-Rider population. They treated everyone with respect, even right down to the cleaners who managed the hygiene levels in the Warren. Mei's prima donna attitude rankled.
I ignored (or tried to) Mei's jibes and competitiveness, focusing my energy on the training. I had only one year to prove that I could become a Rider. But would Meng accept me as a Rider? I had the chassis as a result of him throwing me off. I was partly to blame too.
Very soon, the Novices would be introduced to a wing of Quetzs, where they would be Paired with a suitable Quetz Companion.
~*~
The Quetzs are normally quite tight-lipped about their hatching aeries, Siobhan told me over a meal of spiced dhal and hot basmati rice. We don't get to see the Eggs, because the elders have kept the grounds as a secret.
I sipped my water. That I know. Are the Quetzs that secretive?
I would think so, Siobhan poured more water into her cup. We are the aliens on their planet.
We ate in silence, the murmur of multiple conversations around us. I could feel Mei's eyes on me. She was definitely listening in to the conversation.
Do you miss your home? Siobhan's question startled me. I looked up to see the older Apprentice-Rider regarding me solemnly. She didn't touch her food.
Very much so, I replied, surprised to feel a lump in my throat. When I was back at the Agri-seers city, I wanted to go home. Was home-sick. Now I think it's worse, because I am so faraway from home. Do you miss home too?
Siobhan nodded, her face bearing a sad smile. I do. You know I write letters every night, just to let myself feel reassured that at least, my parents know I am well or that at least, they are listening to or waiting for me.
I remembered Lixi's letters, the paragraphs written with loving detail. Did Lixi miss home too? Maybe she did, I recalled how Lixi would enjoy the food on the table, savoring each dish slowly. Committing them to memory...
When your sister first came to the Warren, she cried herself to sleep every night, Siobhan said softly. The Warren does that to people. It can be a really lonely place.
I felt the hot tears once more, brimming under my eyelids. I refused to lose my composure in front of a senior cadet.
Lifang, there's nothing wrong with crying.
It's those people behind me, I was surprised that my words came out bitter, so bitter. Mei and her sycophants. I don't want to appear weak
I heard about the dust-up.
She started it.
Lifang, Mei is just a big spoilt brat with entitlement issues. Don't stoop to her level.
I am not. But Wingmaster Tet does not believe me.
Siobhan snorted, an oddly rebellious sound. He has his own issues. You, however, have to focus. You have half a year to make sure that you graduate as a Rider.
You think I can fly? You think I can actually ride Meng?
Meng? Oh. The Hunter. Yes, why not? There is a lot of talk amongst us seniors that you will crash out by the end of the term. Some are already laying bets. Another snort. Are you worried that you won't be able to ride because of your legs?
There. The pain came back, harder, deeper. I cringed, automatically hunching down. Siobhan gripped my hand so tightly it hurt.Look at me, Lifang. The Hunter is with you for a reason. Do you trust him? Do you trust yourself?
I bit my lower lip. The tears returned with a vengeance.
Well, do you? Siobhan insisted.
The words cut into me, slicing right into my heart, revealling what I dreaded all along:
I don't.
4. Longing (II)
I gritted my teeth and soldiered on with the lessons, ignoring Mei and her cronies. Not to mention Wingmaster Tet, whose words repeated in my mind until I was sick of it. My chassis seemed to have a mind of its own. It refused to work when I tried to run, compounding my embarrassement. I could hear the snide laughter from Mei.
Sometimes, I would stand with Meng, my Nightskystars, on the Viewing Platform. He had trusted me enough to rest my body against his neck, an area which was sensitive to both Watcher and Hunter alike. His body felt warm, like a comforting blanket. Does Hunters generate their own heat sources?
Would he trust me enough to ride him?
I longed to go home. Back to my family farm. I longed to see my friends. Sarah. The entire Traveller Gang. I wanted to go back to my plot of land, where my saplings were growing. The ache in my heart persisted, silent, present.
Do I trust myself?
~*~
I was brushing Meng's fur when I heard the familiar call of a Quetz I had not heard from a long time. My heart started to beat loudly and hard enough to make me wince. The ache became full-fledged pain. I couldn't breathe.
Vika.
My sister was coming back.
I flung a quick glance skywards, only to see a convoy of Quetzs making its way down in lazy spirals.
Lixi.
I immediately felt self-conscious. No, I wanted the earth to open up and swallow me whole. I wanted...
I wanted to see my sister.
It was her voice I heard first and then a crushing hug, infused with an oddly pleasant mix of soap and honeysuckle shampoo. I looked up to see Lixi's eyes up close, so like my own and so different at the same time. She hugged me tightly and her breathing sounded as if she was trying not to sob. Then she held me by the shoulders, staring at me. I could see the shock and dismay on her face. She hadn't seen me, chassis and all. Only me when I was all drugged-up and in bed. I realized this might well be the first time she had seen me eversince I had left for the Agri-seers.
Lifang. Lixi said. No Sissie. No jaunty smile. Just that dismayed look on her features. The plain shock. The thought that her younger sister might be...
I am alright. I replied, wanting to sound casual, but the words came out all brusque, cold. I turned away, facing Meng. My cheeks burned. I wanted to hide. I didn't want Lixi's pity. I wanted her... love. Her acceptance.
Lifang. Come, let's talk. We haven't talked for ages. Lixi said, having composed herself somewhat. Her hand was warm, her fingers interwined with mine. We are still sisters, I thought. Jie mei. Sisters.
Blood.
Lixi made sure I had warm carrot soup from the kitchen. She fussed over me like a protective hen. I hated and loved it at the same time. All the while I was screaming inside: Look at me, Lixi. I am still me! I am still here!
Tell me again about the Agri-seers! Now Lixi sounded cheerful. Overtly cheerful. She often reacted like this, all cheerful and positive, when she was trying to deal with something difficult or hard to understand. Or accept.
Lixi... I answered weakly. My cup of carrot soup trembled in my hands. Mother must have reminded her about my fall and the chassis. But seeing it first-hand was another matter. Lixi was clearly shaken.
I couldn't blame her.
I have time. Tell me. Lixi said, her eyes urging me. They were still sad, still searching for the Lifang she used to know.
I... I opened my mouth and clamped it shut. I miss... you, that's all. I wanted to see you.
Lixi stared at me. Lifang.
I hated the pregnant awkward pause in between. I hated it with a passion.
Damn it, Lixi. I am still the same person. I snapped and gulped down the soup. It seared down my throat, making me cough. Lixi watched me, concern on her face. I am still Lifang. This time in Neo-Han. I wanted to get that through her thick skull. Are you listening to me, jie? Are you even listening to me?
I know. Lixi said. Even my own jie had been reduced to walking on eggshells. Hot tears brimmed underneath my eyelids. I blinked them away, furious, heart-sick. So heart-sick...I am just... Just let me get used to this.
This what, Lixi? This new me?
I forced myself not to slam the cup onto the table. I knew that Mei and her sycophants were watching. I was gossip fodder.
An intense longing to be away from everyone rose in my chest. Layer of pain on another layer. I needed...
Come, Lifang, let's go and see your wonder child. Lixi said, helping me up. I brushed her hands away. It was embarassing enough. I made myself walk quickly towards the exit. My chassis growled, resisting. I loathed it, cursing it under my breath.
Meng must have sensed my emotions or something, because the Hunter had positioned himself right in front of the exit, his head bobbing up and down in agitation.
Not my wonder child. I muttered and realized that I must have said it aloud when Lixi regarded me in surprise.
Meng clapped his jaws together. It sounded like a gunshot from one of the old action vids Father used to watch with us when we were little children. I watched Lixi's reaction. She seemed undaunted by the threat display. Yet her nostrils flared and her breathing seemed uneven. Nevertheless, she being who she was, Lixi composed herself quickly.
Siobhan spoke highly of you. Her sister smiled, reaching her hand out in a familiar gesture: the sign for Hello. Meng watched her quietly like a hunting cat. Wary, eyes alert.
And he's such a fine Companion for you! My sister's voice sounded brittle, forced. I felt my hands bunching into fists.
Like how do you know?... and immediately feeling bad about my bitter thought. Stop it, Lifang, your sister is trying to cope with it, just as you are trying to cope with it. Give her a break!
You have to get past whatever is blocking out. Meng is... Just grab the chance, Lifang. Or you will end up going back to square one.
At this point, I almost lost my temper and opened my mouth to rebut her, only to close it and stare at the rough rocky sand. Lixi's words were uncanny. Like Siobhan's. Like...
We should go in. Come, let's talk about old times. Lixi said, leading me back to the Hall.
~*~
We talked into the night over cups of Lixi's private jasmine tea stash. We longed for Mother's popiah and Eight Treasures rice, the savory dumplings wrapped in and steamed with fragrant leaves picked from the few trees Mother and Father had so painstakingly cultivated. Jin proved to be a harsh and unforgiving mistress for some plant species and cultivars. We also discussed about the vegetable patch, once my domain. I used to be so... protective over it.
I will return to the waterfalls. With Meng as my Partner-Companion.
I was stunned and gratified at the sudden impulsive thought.
Lixi walked me back to my quarters. I felt warm all over, probably because of the good company and the warm delicious tea. It was a good feeling, hardly experienced since...
I held onto the memory as if it was precious gold and silver. Jin and yin. Something to return to when I am old and grey. If I manage to live that long.
Lifang. Lixi whispered in my ear when she hugged me good night, before saluting the salute of a fellow Quetz Rider to another. I wanted to break down there and then. Lixi, my older sister, who used to call me 'Sissie', saluting me as if I was already a Rider.
I will see you tomorrow before I fly off to help Professor Grant excavate the old shrine site. Lixi said, grinning suddenly, mischief in her eyes. Good night, Sissie.
I had to smile. Sissie. Old habits die hard.
5. Struggling
Lixi met me for breakfast after Dawn Call. We laughed, just like old times, squabbling over the breakfast table, observed by an amused Siobhan. Before she left for the Rookeries where Vika waited, she gave me the address of an oyster fritter seller residing at the Corps City. Oyster fritters were my weakness. Mother made them as treats. Oysters were a seasonal thing for us at the farm. We were not coastal people. The inner Sectors seldom saw the sea. So oysters were a luxury. Something to be savored and treasured.
The inevitable came. Lixi bade me goodbye and left with Siobhan, arms linked, laughing at some private joke.
I was alone again. It would be months before I could see Lixi again.
The cold fear gripped my stomach. I had to sit down. I had no friends in the Warren.
Lifang.
I turned to see Daniel Kelso standing right in front of me. He was carrying a full tray. I smelled fresh coffee and French toast.
Hi.
His tone was conciliatory. I nodded and he sat down opposite me. I had no mood to argue with him.
Was that your sister? Daniel asked, jabbing his omelette with his fork as if it offended him. I glared at him. Hardly any Good morning or How are you?'.
Hey, cool it, Lifang. I was just trying to be nice. Daniel held his hands up in a placating manner.
I had to stifle my retort. Yes, that was my sister. I said, making my voice as neutral as it could be.
She's quite the legend in the Warren. A fast and rising Rider with many important assignments.
Anger exploded within me. I stood up adruptly. I had quite enough of Daniel and it was still early in the morning! The Hall was fast filling up with Novices and Apprentices.
I am going to groom Meng before class starts, I said stiffly and walked with head held high. My heart, though, hit rock bottom.
Lifang, I am sorry, okay? Daniel's voice followed me out of the Hall. Just look for me at the Greenhouse around Mid-Day Watch.
Meet him at the Greenhouse? Who do he think he is?
~*~
I struggled through Practice, where Novices had to work with the saddles. My fingers fumbled. I ws also sure that Mei and her followers muttered discipline case whenever I turned their direction. I was fast approaching my physical and mental limits.
I wasn't sure how I was going to ride Meng. Not with my chassis hindering my every movement. The trick now was how to get up onto Meng without looking like an uncoordinated fool. The rest of the Novices were able to climb up on their practice saddles without falling off. I hesitated for a few minutes before Wing-sergeant Monroe had to help me up the saddle. Mei and her friends were hiding their smirks.
Therefore, I was extremely glad that class ended and the Novices disbanded for their free time. I had to meet Daniel Kelso at the Greenhouse.
Now I was surprised to find out about the existence of a greenhouse right in the Corps Warren. I always thought that the Corps City was the main supplier of food, perishable or otherwise, for the the Warren. It turned out that the Agri-seers had a hand in the creation of the Greenhouse, a collaboration of sorts.
As to why Daniel wanted to meet me there was a mystery.
Daniel Kelso vexed me to no end.
~*~
I found, not only Daniel, but two other Warren staff. Older women in their forties, dressed in severe dark green uniforms. They smiled at me warmly when I approached them, Meng following closely behind. They had the weathered faces of veteran Riders, yet one of them bore scars on her arms, puckered pink and looking like old injuries.
Daniel looked ill at ease, fidgetting non-stop.
You must be Li Fang. The one who looked as if she had Neo-Han extraction greeted me first. I am Miharu. This is Vivian. We look after the Greenhouse at the Warren. Follow me this way, please.
As the two women set off towards one of the minor tunnels leading into the Warren, I moved beside Daniel who glanced at me. I was surprised to see shyness on his face. Boys, I thought non-plussed by his expression.
Why the secrecy? I said sotte voce as we walked through the archway. It was one of the more recent tunnels, no more than ten or eleven years. I was learning more and more about the Warren. The place fascinated me.
Um, Daniel muttered. No secret. You are Agri-seer. The care-takers wanted your opinions regarding some information. Now he sounded formal. Boys. They were so vexing. I shook my head, staring resolutely in front of me. Miharu and Vivian pushed open the plastic partitions, beckoning us in.
I stepped through and was immediately assailed by familiar aromas. Scents. Foresty scents, redolent of sap, plant matter and earth. The air was humid.
A tropical greenhouse, right in the middle of a temperate environment! My heart leapt.
We have been experimenting with tropical and tropical-adaptable vegetables and edible plants. The Warren needs to improve its output of produce. Miharu explained, Vivian seemingly comfortable to let her do all the talking.
I walked slowly, taking in the view. The Greenhouse was part hydroponic, part aero-ponic and part-soil-based. Where did the light come from? Sunlamps? Specialized heat? This far into the Warren...
I saw Malabar spinach and chilli. I saw the green curls and tendrils of squash. Tomatos hung red and juicy. I thought I saw tatsoi growing lush and huge on the soil.
And ferns. They were also experimenting with ferns. Ostrich fern. But in the humidity, the fern seemed to wilt in dark clumps.
The fiddleheads were good at first. But then, the fern stopped producing. Miharu again. What was the problem?
I faltered. I was still an Agri-seer cadet. Why were they asking me for opinions? I was no Alicia Cortez. I was humbled beyond words.
Miharu regarded me expectantly, as if she wanted me to answer her questions?
Ostrich fern is temperate. It can't thrive in humid and tropical conditions. If you want exotic, try tropical fruit plants like breadfruit or papaya. If you want tubers, try oca. I said, observing how damp the soil was. No wonder the fern wasn't thriving. Remove the fern. In the right condition, it can grow really well and invasive too. I was rattling the anwers off the tip of my tongue, recalling the lessons in the lecture hall and Alicia Cortez's patient voice explaining species adaptability and suitability.
Miharu and Vivian nodded, proceeding to take two shovels from a brown bin. They began work on the Ostrich fern immediately, digging deep into the moist soil.
Daniel stared at me. How did you know?
Common sense, I said drily or I hope was dry enough. I was trembling inside. I swear Daniel could see me winging it, as Sarah would say. Neo Han has choice phrases for it. Tatsoi is a wrong vegetable for this humid Greenhouse. Try tropical ones. I glanced around, feeling a lump in my throat. The scents of potting soil and fertilizers evoked something in me. Longing. I closed my eyes, suddenly aware that I was fast tearing up. I wanted to work with the plants so bad that my teeth hurt. I wanted to go home.
Are you alright, Lifang? Daniel whispered, tugging at my arm. I was surprised to see concern in his eyes.
Something in my eye, I replied.
The Greenhouse hummed with sap. Energy. I inhaled deeply, filling my lungs with the aromas.
I suddenly felt a thrill course through my limbs. Hope.
Thank you, it was Vivian who spoke this time. Her voice was soft, melodious. Her fair skin glistened with a faint layer of perspiration. We would like you to help us.
I could feel my grin from ear to ear. I would be honored. At my side, Daniel laughed.
~*~
The Greenhouse soon became my sanctuary where I could hide from Mei's taunts. As much as I tried hard to show that I was determined to succeed as a Quetz Rider, Wingmaster Tet didn't seem convinced. Retreating into the Greenhouse after a gruelling day of training and unpleasant was a salve. A boon.
I helped Miharu and Vivian with the maintanence, checking the hydro- and aero-ponics, harvesting the fruits and vegetables. The feel of soil on my hands comforted me right down to my core. When I worked in the Greenhouse, I slipped into a meditative routine. Miharu and Vivian didn't say anything about my chassis. Instead they welcomed me with warm smiles.
In turn, I taught them whatever I'd learnt. Miharu and Vivian were volunteers, coached by an Agri-seer a few years ago when they formulated having the Greenhouse. They didn't talk much about their backgrounds. I often stared at their scars and wondered how they got there, just as how I got my chassis. Mother had scars too.
Of course, Mei didn't stop mocking me. I heard Greenie thrown at me and felt the furtive glances from her horde. I shrugged them off. I knew where I was going and who I was. Pieces of myself were slowly healing back.
~*~
6. Watching
The two strange Quetzs landed gracefully, the sun catching their almost-golden fur. The rest of the Quetz present lowered their heads and clapped their jaws. From where I stood, with Miharu and Vivian, I could see that the wing membranes of the visitors were faded to a translucent pinkish webbing. Under the sunlight the membranes glowed.
"They are Elders," Miharu whispered next to me. "Clan mothers. They are really hierarchical about it." Straight from the Greenhouse, our skin still coated with brown soil, we observed the ritual in silence.
I saw Wingmaster Tet stride forward, his hand stretched forth in the traditional Hand Language greeting. The Elders snapped their jaws shut in a sharp gesture. They turned their sinuous necks to face Meng, who stood with the rest of the Watchers. A lone Hunter, not with his own kin. One of the Elders, her fur more white-golden than her companion's, opened her jaws and clapped them shut.
Meng clicked back, his beak swaying from right to left, as if he was indecisive.
"I think they are here to see him," Miharu said, an amused grin on her oval face. "Your Hunter has caused quite a stir."
The elderly clan mother clicked a series of discordant notes, before settling down and flicking her wings, as if satisfied. I caught snatches of Meng's...disappointment, glimpses of grey flint in my mind.
You are so alike me, Meng. I mused and kept that thought to myself. Away from our kin, having to prove who we are.
They are Vardana and Varsa, sisters and matriarchs. In Watcher society, they occupy the highest social strata, Vivian said, sounding unusually formal. The young Quetzs look up to them. In many ways, they represent proper Watcher society.
Like they are diplomats of sorts, I asked.
Not really. They are carriers of the traditions and oral history. Clan mothers and elders who uphold everything. Vivian inclined her head towards me, making her somewhat Quetz-like with the curious tilt and keen eyes.
The Hunters probably have the same social structure, being from the same evolutionary route.
What did your clan mothers say when you left? What did they do? Did they feel sad? I experienced a pang of sympathy so strong it jolted me straight to my core. The bond was there, no doubt. A bond, a mental and physical link.
The two elderly Quetz spread their pale wings, fanning them slowly. Wingmaster Tet's face was as dark as a thunderhead. With graceful sweeps, Vardana and Varsa took to the sky. What did they tell Tet?
My heart suddenly grew cold with dread.
~*~
I helped Miharu and Vivian with Greenhouse chores before returning back to classes. Wing-sergeant Monroe put us through our paces. I was sure he was watching me all the time. Wingmaster Tet and Monroe were close friends. I was doubly sure that Tet must have told him something.
Something.
I was brushing Meng's fur with a curry comb when Mei confronted me, her pretty face all red with anger.
How dare you! were the first words that came hurling out from her mouth. How dare you! What makes you so special, you freak?!
I dropped the comb, shocked by the words, especially freak. Meng rattled his wings and snaked his neck towards Mei, his beak open and revealing rows of sharp teeth.
The Elders like you. Why should they? I hate you! Mei screamed. We were drawing a crowd of spectators. I saw Daniel among them.
I remembered the cool soil in my hands, the assurance of groundedness. Home. I looked back at her, schooling my face. Please shut up, Mei. Haven't you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?
Mei's reaction was surprising. She actually clammed up, staring at me, her eyes filled with tears.
I remembered kindness. I remembered my Traveller Gang. Sarah. Alicia Cortez.
My sister. Mother.
Go do something good. Like helping your parents. Say something... positive. I continued, my calm returning. A low vibration came from Meng's throat. He was growling.
I patted Meng who hopped off to the Rookeries and walked resolutely away.
~*~
Daniel Kelso found me sitting alone on the Viewing Platform. The sun was beginning to set down. The adrenaline from dealing with Mei had long since faded, leaving me all hollow inside. We were slowly edging towards autumn. A slight chill made me shiver and the joints in my chassis throb dismally. Somewhere I could hear Meng sing a desolate song, echoed by his Watcher brethren.
I bought you something, he said without preamble and sat down beside me. I smelled vegetable oil and fried fritters. He handed me a lotus leaf-wrapped bundle. It was warm to the touch. I unwrapped it, only to find two oyster fritters, deliciously golden-brown and garnished with roasted peanuts.
How did you ---? I stuttered and stared at the fritters. My heart tried to accommodate the odd feelings rising up within me. Home, home, home...
I asked around.
I bit into one, tasting the fresh oysters in my mouth, the burst of brine and memory of the sea.The fillings were still hot from the deep frying. I savored every bite, every mouthful, sucking my fingers. The juices... oh so good!
Daniel watched me with a bemused expression. I composed myself, feeling all self-conscious. Oysters are so rare where I am from. I said as way of apology.
The auntie who makes the fritters says that she gets her supply from a small farm near one of the fresh-water bays. An oyster farm, owned by a collective of Hui An tribeswomen. Daniel said, shaking his head when I offered him the second oyster fritter.
Thank you though, I said. Perhaps I should forgive him... Perhaps.
Good thing you stood up to Mei. That stuck-up little girl shouldn't be a Novice in the first place. Daniel continued. We let the silence lapse between both of us. The sun dipped below the horizon in a brilliant flash of red. As if on cue, the City lights rippled across the landscape. I heard the distant ritual gong from the Buddhist temple. Calm filled me inside.
You really want to be a Rider, don't you? Daniel's words cut through the silence. I stared at him and nodded slowly.
I don't know what drives you, Lifang. But I like that in you.
I blinked. You confuse me, Daniel.
He was leaning close to me now, his face inches away from mine. I could smell his cologne or what he used for personal hygienne. Pine or cedar. Something spicy.
I remembered Sarah. I remembered the promise I'd made to her. I ought to be confused. Yet I wasn't.
Daniel. I placed my hand on his wrist. A gentle but resisting gesture.
I am sorry! Daniel pulled away, his face turned as if he didn't want to face me. I suspected he was blushing.
You are sweet, I said. I like you. As a friend, at the moment. You are qi kuai, strange. I like that too. Are all boys as unpredictable as he is?
He regarded me, his eyes shining not because of the reflected City lights.
Thank you, he said, adding his maddening grin to his reply.
We watched the City lights together before returning back to our separate quarters.
7. Testing
After two weeks, the pace of the lessons grew more intensive. More urgent, so to speak, as if Monroe was trying to squeeze in every valuable lesson in a short period of time. We weren't sure what the Quetz elders had told Tet and his senior Riders, but the training became gruelling. Even arrogant Mei stopped complaining and worked as hard as the rest.
Monroe brought the saddles out one bristling afternoon. Everyone perspired under the unusually hot sun. Given the Warren's geological elevation, the heat was blinding. I shielded my eyes from the glare, glad for Meng's body acting as a shield. His wings glowed under the light as if I was underwater. I liked that.
Saddle up, Monroe barked. By now, most of the Novices were paired with Quetz companions. I wasn't privy to the secret pairing session, perhaps because of my prior association with wild Hunter Meng. It took place in the night, when everyone was fast asleep. As the Wing-sergeant handled me my saddle, I could see my classmates attempting to communicate with their partners who snapped their beaks and flapped their huge wings. Meng lowered his head, his eyes watching me. I ran my palm along his beak, feeling its warmth, like a sunbaked ledge. Meng projected orange stones and pebbles. I had to cover my smile.
We both knew the drill, having gone through the steps during the training sessions. Meng flattened himself, the base of his beak level with the ground while I fumbled with the saddle straps. I draped it across the fleshy space between his powerful shoulders and the end of his neck and tightened the straps. Meng trembled, but remained in his position.
I stared at the stirrups. My chassis creaked, reminding what I was.
Will Meng let me ride him again?
I saw my classmates, the Novices, sitting on their Companions with ease. Their faces shone with pride and excitement.
Mei's eyes glittered. Her Quetz looked as vicious and grumpy as she was. I ignored her.
I placed my right foot in the stirrup, my hands on the saddle pommel for balance and leverage. Inhaling deeply, I pushed myself up. My chassis whirled, protesting loudly like unoiled pistons. It was too heavy, too...
My hands almost slipped and I hung onto the pommel. Meng snapped his jaws, tossing his head. Don't move too much, my Meng! Don't! Don't!
I somehow found enough strength to pull myself up, lifting my left leg (and chassis) over. I felt as if I was lifting a ton of metal. Don't fall, Lifang! Don't, don't, don't. Tears were hot behind my eyelids. My hands were wet with sweat. I hate, hate, hate my chassis...
Monroe clapped his hands sharply for attention. I realized I was hugging the saddle pommel and feeling the strain in my arms and my upper thighs. The strain soon turned into fire. But...
I was sitting on Meng.
Joy rose up in me like a mini-sun. Like that particular moment/memory where I met Meng for the first time. Like Sarah would say, a liminal moment.
I was sitting on Meng and he wasn't even bucking me off.
Thank you, Nightskystars. I pressed my right and middle fingers gently on the side of Meng's throat. Thank you. I could hear the pulse. His steady heartbeats. Thank you. He sent me images of sunset skies.
Now we just had to fly.
~*~
I helped Miharu with the harvest of the daun dewa or Mollucan spinach as she called them, right after the training session. The leaves were moist-fresh against my skin as I placed them in the basket. They were destined for the kitchen.
Miharu told me that the Mollucan spinach were an old species from the Southeast Asian tropical region. Hardy, tough and highly adaptable. They tasted like spinach, especially cooked with butter and chopped garlic. Miharu and Vivian were given a cutting two years back. Now the Mollucan spinach was growing lush and green in the Greenhouse.
I checked, I said, placing the last of the spinach into the basket. They were thought to be medicinal too, as 'daun dewa' means 'leaves of the gods'.
So much we have lost, Miharu shook her head slowly.
That's why the Agri-seers keeps a database, I replied. Many of the species didn't survive the trip to Jin. Loss of data.
We finished harvesting the spinach. I picked up the full basket, ready to make my way to the kitchen when I saw Daniel Kelso lounging at the exit of the Greenhouse, arms across his chest. He straightened quickly when he saw me emerging from the vegetable section.
Lifang.
His smile was warm now, so unlike the day when I arrived at the Warren.
Daniel. I shifted the weight of the basket. It was heavy, considering its contents were all green stalks and leaves. What brought you here?
We walked out together into the bright sunshine. I blinked, shielding my eyes. I was still getting used to the glare.
Hey, saw you on the Hunter. You are all set to become a Rider. Daniel began.
Uhm, I glanced at him suspiciously.
Just wondering if you wanted to visit the City. Look for the oyster fritter seller, you know? Daniel said, his tone... hopeful. I know how much you like the oyster fritters.
Sure, why not? The next Rest-day? I suggested.
Daniel's smile grew bigger. Sounds good.
I was sure he swaggered when he walked away. We had the talk a while back. I wanted him as a friend and I liked him as a friend. But visiting the City sounded like a good idea too. I felt stifled in the Warren. I wanted to explore.
Lifang, you have a letter from someone called Sarah! One of the young cooks waved when I unloaded the basket in the kitchen. She held a sealed mail cylinder.
Thank you, Bei.
Sarah!
~*~
Later, when all the Novices were given the usual hour of rest-time, I sat under Meng's sheltering wing and unscrewed the cylinder. I straightened the letter, noting the quality of the paper. Good paper. Sarah splurged on good paper.
Dear Lifang,
How are you? The Agri-seer lectures are dull without you. The Traveller Gang asks about you all the time. We miss your popiah. We miss you.
We are now trying to complete our final-term projects. Sato gave us a list of difficult questions! He is such a slave driver. I wish you were here. You always come up with possibilities. I miss your laughter.
You must be working really hard. I haven't heard from you since the last letter.
I miss you.
Sarah
My heart ached. Meng dipped his head down, clacking softly as if he understood how I felt. Choices were difficult creatures sometimes.
8. Exploring
Daniel met me at the entrance of the Warren right after breakfast. It was Rest-day with most of the Warren staff either resting or enjoying trips to the City area. I had to re-assure Meng that I was only out for the day and would be back in the evening. As we walked through the imposing gate, I heard Meng's plaintive croon. He didn't really like being alone with the rest of the Watchers. They bullied him.
The market was already bustling with activity when we approached the Merchant Sector. Fresh vegetables were on sale at the various booths. Fruits, still glistening with dew, beckoned at buyers. I stared, unable to speak. Women, wrapped in colorful shawls, thronged shops, buying food and other items. Horse-drawn carts filled any available space. The noise! The colors! I shrank a bit into myself. I had not seen so many people... since I left the Agri-seers. The market was at least ten times bigger than the regional market where I lived. And so many people. The City was much bigger than I'd thought.
You okay? Daniel asked, frowning. I couldn't answer. All I wanted was to respond in Neo-Han. Aiyah! Aiyah! That showed how disorientated I was. Lifang? Lifang?
I shook my head. I am just... overwhelmed. That's all. Tian ah! The sounds! The noise! I felt like a little girl again, lost at the Spring Festival fair.
Come on, Daniel held my hand. His tone was kind. You will get used to it.
For the next hour, we sampled sugared crabapples, twist-bread (reminding me somewhat of Mother's fried you-tiao) and freshly-squeezed fruit juices. We also tasted sweet tomatos and cucumbers, plucked fresh from nearby farms. Likewise, we found ourselves nibbling at pickles made of all kinds of vegetables and crisp tubers. I licked my fingers, tasting the lingering syrup of the crabapples. Daniel grinned, looking like a boy out on Spring Festival Day. Chun jie.
Winding through the crowd was fun. Daniel acted as guide, pointing out the various districts within the Merchant Sector. I saw men and women working tirelessly at the textile houses, hanging the brightly-hued cloths out to dry. Woodsmiths carved statues, pillars and tables as we walked past. And all the while, the buildings soared skywards. I could see the edges of roof gardens replete with growing vegetables and fruits. Laundry fluttered in the wind. I could hear the sounds of children's laughter. I suddenly felt homesick.
Here she is. Daniel tugged at my sleeve.
An elderly lady sat before a large wok filled with hot oil, busy scooping oyster fritters up from the sizzling liquid with a ladle. She worked quickly, filling a round ladle with batter and oysters. Still-browning discs floated in the oil. The fragrance perfumed the air. A stack of lotus leaves sat on the small wooden table next to her. Small shelled oysters in a large porcelain bowl.
Two, auntie, Daniel said. I looked at her. She had a kind smile. Wisps of white hair were plastered against her forehead; the rest was tied in a severe bun. Oil and perspiration. She was wearing a faded grey samfoo and black pants.
Wordlessly, she scooped two freshly-made oyster fritters and wrapped them with lotus leaf. She handed the package to me. It was hot to the touch. I inhaled the fragrance of peanut oil.
We retreated to a corner to enjoy the oyster fritters. Oh, wow! I said, savoring every bite. Oh!
Good, uh? Daniel wiped his mouth on his sleeve and then smiled sheepishly. I chuckled back, similarily greasy. We were little children again, enjoying delicious treats.
We lingered a little in the market, taking in the sights and sounds. Daniel decided to buy some crystallized ginger, leaving myself to my own devices. I wandered off, observing the domes of powdered spices and bowls of dried herbs.
There were also large porcelain-like shards in the colors of brown and beige. I lifted one up. Porous. It smelled... sweet, like an odd cross between honey-comb and porcelain. Dark stains marked the inside curve of the shard. They looked like dried blood stains.
Fancy some sky shells? The seller asked hopefully. They are good for children. Put the powder into their porridge, builds up their immune system ...
Where do these sky shells come from-? I said.
Lifang, Daniel's voice. Let's go.
I left the seller's booth, feeling oddly unsettled. Yet when I met up with Daniel, the feeling had dissipated and I was feeling good once more.
~*~
I purchased home-made maltose candy for Miharu and Vivian, and a wool scarf for myself with the credits we were given as Novices. I was amazed at how much I'd spent and how easily too. Mother would be so shocked at my extravagance.
As Daniel and I approached the Warren's entrance, we paused to watch the launch of a convoy. The wings of the flying Quetz caught the rays from the late afternoon sun in a blaze of bronze and russet. They belonged to a senior convoy. I wondered idly what Lixi was doing. Was she delivering mail? Was she escorting travellers?
Was I going to fly like her?
Credit for your thoughts? Daniel's voice intruded into my reverie.
Just woolgathering, I said. Come, let's go back, before Munroe bites our heads off.
Daniel laughed. I was pleased. He had not complained about my slower pace. In fact, he had been so considerate. We walked towards the entrance. My heart stopped for a moment when I saw Siobhan standing right smack under the arch.
Kelso. Lifang. Siobhan's words were clipped.
What's wrong, Siobhan? I asked, not liking the look on her face. The younger kids called it her 'grimming'.
We are going into the Shelters. Storm's coming.
Then the storm sirens went off after her words. The sound made my skin crawl. At the same time, I could hear the City erupting into chaos. It was a sound I didn't want to hear again.
~*~
Sand storms were relatively rare where the Warren was situated. Higher elevation, far away from the coastal regions. Yet the Warren staff dreaded the sand storm when it hit.
I could just imagine the panic rippling through the City as the folk rushed to secure things, hide their belongings and pull down any object that might pose dangers as flying shrapnel. I could imagine men and women pulling down their vegetable trellises and laundry poles as the storm drew closer. How different the scene would look...
The report came late! Someone rushed past me, a Rider by the looks of the uniform. He directed his complaint at another Rider, a young woman.
The Observatory didn't warn us... And her reply was lost in the milling crowds of Riders and Warren staff. Someone grabbed me and pulled me into one of the shelter rooms. It was Siobhan. She smelled nice.
Where's Daniel? I blurted out, feeling uncomfortable with the crush of people, many of whom I didn't know or hadn't met. The Warren was a huge place.
With his wingmates. Don't worry. Your Hunter will be fine. She hugged me tightly.
The storm is rare, isn't it? I muttered as we managed to find seats on the wooden bench.
For this season, yes. Siobhan's eyes were dark.
Looks like Jin is fighting back, an older man commented in front of us. He wore the engineering overalls: light blue.
I held the paper bags close to my chest, the candy and my scarf safe at least from the ravages of the sand storm. I felt sorry for the City folk.
We had one ten years ago. Not as bad as this one, I hear... The engineer said, shaking his head. An every-ten-year storm... Think about it.
Stop it, Henry. You are scaring the girls. Another man said. I turned to look at the source of the voice. I was surprised to see Monroe.
So, how are the birdies going to deal with this? Henry tossed back. Birdies. He meant the Quetzs. I felt Siobhan stiffen beside me.
Don't call them that, Henry. You know they have dealt with the storms longer than we have. Monroe said, his voice a lazy drawl. I knew that tone. It usually signaled the imminent loss of patience. The scar on his face twitched.
What, wear poncho wings and imagine the storm isn't there? Henry shook his head again, this time sad. We are not birdies.
Monroe's face darkened. Siobhan and I sat quietly, afraid of a possible confrontation. The mood was certainly volatile. Fortunately, the Wing sergeant calmed down and sat heavily on his chair.
You know, Henry, you are an engineer. You solve problems Monroe drawled and Henry laughed, the tension dissipating. The rest laughed nervously.
I closed my eyes. It was going to be a long night.
~*~
The Warren saw minimum damage, except for a thick coat of reddish sand. Everyone groaned and cried when they heard about the destruction suffered by the City. Many had friends living there. My heart sank. It was just yesterday when I had so much fun exploring... Just yesterday. Now the City needed our help. Its people needed our help.
Monroe grouped us into one of the clean-up crews, his face solemn. I saw Daniel with his wing, holding cleaning tools. He saluted jauntily to me, before trooping off. Somewhere, a convoy with medical personnel had been dispatched.
~*~
We salvaged whatever we could from the piles of debris. Many of the store-owners suffered. Bruised fruit and vegetables littered the ground. Bottles of pickles lay smashed, the vegetable bits strewn and mashed. The smell in the air was cloying. Rot.
It was odd. The sun shone as if it was just another beautiful day. The heat compounded the stench and made salvaging worse. Monroe issued us masks and gloves. We tackled the task grimly, refusing to talk to each other.
There were the injured City folk requiring medical assistance. Cuts, lacerations and broken limbs demanded attention. The medical staff walked around, performing triage. They bandaged minor wounds and sent the more serious to the Warren's infirmary, where the core of the medical team had stationed themselves at. Soon the smell of antiseptic got mixed with the stench. It was indescribable.
Moved by what I saw, I simply retreated within while my external body went through the necessary motions of cleaning, helping and general physical mindless work. My mind couldn't reconcile the destruction with the memories of a vibrant marketplace, alive with people. What happened to the oyster fritter seller? Was she okay? Was she wounded? Where was she?
My boots stepped on mud. It took me a while to realize I was standing on curry powder or what was left of it. I remembered the shells. What happened to them?
My stomach churned. I forced the vomit down. Daniel would later tell me the oyster fritter seller was safe. But he wasn't sure if she wanted to continue selling her fritters, given the amount of damage her little store had experienced.
Everything's gone, Daniel told me while we swept debris out of the way with our rakes. Her wok, her supply of leaves. She doesn't know what to do.
Does she have relatives? Anyone to help her? I asked. The face mask was irritating enough. I wanted to claw it off.
No, Daniel shook his head. She's single. No relatives here.
I tugged at my rake. Bits of metal made tiny gouges in the earth. They looked miserable and twisted just as I felt inside.
It will take two weeks to clean the City up, Daniel went on, piling more metal piping into an untidy stack. Two weeks. The storm hit the City hard.
It wasn't that bad at the Agri-seers'. I only whispered, clutching my rake to my chest.
The Agri-seers face sandstorms regularly. They know what to do. They have drills.
We need to re-seed the deserts. Push them back.
Lifang?
Just thinking aloud. I shook my head. I felt tired. Exhausted. Mother would brew strength-restoring tonics if I ever complained of exhaustion.
9. Healing
It took a while for the City to get back to normal. Things were difficult in the beginning, but it took a while and the City did slowly recover. Shaky at first, before gaining enough confidence to take a the first step. The combined efforts of the Riders and the Agri-seers helped clear the debris and re-organize the sectors. Rebuilding projects sprung up across the City, people lending each other a helping hand. When it was finally done, the season had shifted to late autumn.
We gave blankets to residents who still slept in sheltered camps. The Warren opened their kitchens and mess halls, dishing out hot soups and meals. Wingmaster Tet allowed families to stay in unoccupied Rider quarters. At times, City children would help out at the Greenhouse, carrying buckets of potting soil and harvesting the winter fruit vegetables. I think the Greenhouse was a sanctuary for these children as much as it was for me. Their delighted laughter made Miharu and Vivian smile. They were healing. We were all healing.
Meanwhile, Tet and his senior Riders debated with the Agri-seers to plant more trees at the desert's edge. They wanted to delay the desertification, claim Jin for humanity... or so they said. Jin was Jin, and belonging to nobody, except herself.
Meanwhile, the City was healing.
Meanwhile, I waited for the lessons that would signal my final steps in becoming a Rider.
I teetered along a thin line between nervous anticipation and fear. Would I be sent back to the Agri-seers?
What if I fail?
~*~
I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders, conscious of the autumnal chill seeping into my bones. It was awful. My chassis hated the cold. Fancy that. My chassis. It had become part of me. It was me. We had finally merged together. I still hated it deep down in my heart.
Meng's body formed a semi-circle, half-enfolding, half-protecting. We watched the setting sun dip below the horizon. Beneath me, the City lights flickered. Somewhere, the Buddhist bells chimed. Somewhere, Mother cooked dinner, cleaned the house and fed the farm animals. Somewhere.
Hey.
Daniel walked up the stairs, followed closely by his Quetz.
Woolgathering again? He smiled.
I tightened my grip on the blanket hem, chilled for no reason. Kind of. So much has happened. So many things to process. I have less than two months to complete my training. And... I gestured helplessly.
Afraid that you won't get to fly? Daniel's smile grew wry. I glanced at him sharply, something sharper and vicious on my tongue... only to quell it when I saw the concern in his eyes. I nodded and rested against Meng who clacked his beak softly.
We stood in silence. The evening sky glittered with stars. Mid-autumn. Somewhere, Mother would be celebrating Lantern Festival. I could see the faint dots of lights weaving in and out of the City, children carrying their lanterns, making their way through the streets. I suddenly remembered a story Mother told me, about a little girl who made a lantern out of a mandarin orange. Or was it a pomelo? I must have smiled, because Daniel looked at me with an odd expression.
Lantern Festival. Over on Terra, we celebrated with a huge full moon and sweetcakes shaped like the moon.
Yes? Daniel sounded confused, and I shook my head, trying to find the courage to smile. Act brave, Lifang, act brave and smile. My heart ached. It was times like these I missed home the most.
10. Beginning
Everyone stared at me when I took my first steps towards Meng, the riding saddle in my hands. Meng lowered his head and body. With trembling hand, I draped the saddle across the shoulders and strapped it in tight. I could smell the oil on the saddle: I polished it last night.
I knew that Mei watched me with a black expression, astride her Quetz.
The Novices formed a convoy. My heart thudded within me. Finally. I was riding. Riding!
I watched Monroe lift his hand in the Hand Language of 'Good Luck'. Wingmaster Tet did the same thing, his face neutral.
No, this day was mine.
Mine. Because I had trained so much, cried so much and fallen so much. My hands bore calluses. My skin was tanned, under the blazing sun. To give up was blasphemy.
I heaved myself up the saddle, clicked the safety belts and signaled Meng. My Hunter did what he was told, straightening up, his wing-claws clicking. Chik-chik-chik.
We made the Hand sign of 'Good Luck' and then we dropped.
Wind screamed at me. Tearing at my uniformed body. My tears streamed down from my face as Meng dove, caught by my goggles and pooled at the edges. The lens fogged up. Yet I was too terrified to wipe it off. Instead I hunched down as I had been taught, letting myself be the Quetz, the Watcher, the Hunter. Down, down, down. Wings tucked in, body aerodynamic...
Then whoosh! Meng swooped skywards with an enormous surge of energy. My stomach did figure-8 loops inside. I fought to keep the bile down, gritting my teeth. I was riding Meng!
We were finally airborne. I chanced a look around me. The convoy was still in formation. The sky was wonderfully blue, with wisps of white clouds ghosting across. Beneath us was the City in winter glory. I could see the different sections and divisions, the parcels of land and buildings in various colors and shapes.
Wo de tian ah!
Oh my goodness!
My gloved hands felt sweaty. But... I was beaming away.
I was finally riding. I was a Rider.
Mother would have been so proud. Lixi was there at the launch. My sister was grinning from ear to ear, arms linked with Siobhan. There were now two Riders in the household. We were definitely going to celebrate.
Then, Meng made a sharp turn to the right.
Meng! I thought. What on Jin...?
Images of ocher stones, of orange and red rock appeared in my mind. Meng peeled away from the convoy. I could hear my fellow wingmates screaming, shouting. Their Quetzs shrieked. Meng didn't seem to heed them nor my frantic Hand signs. I tugged at his neck fur. No, Meng. Not like this! Please don't fail me!
What was he thinking about? Was he turning wild again?
But Lifang, he had always been wild. A Hunter, not a pliant and docile Watcher. A Hunter, who sought you out! A rogue, mind you. A rogue who left his own people.
I hated being wrong, so wrong.
We flew steadily inland. We had lost the rest of the convoy. Monroe and Tet were definitely going to have fits over this. And this probably proved Tet right that Hunters were just Hunters, nothing else. Wild beasts, not a branch from the same evolutionary tree. And Mei? Probably laughing her head off...
Meng!
I tried pulling. I tried yanking. Nothing seemed to work. Meng moved as if he was in his own world. No, he was already in his world. I was the intruder.
We swept across ocher lands, desert lands where the desert kissed urbanized regions. Meng's form cast a wavery shadow across seas of red sand. My heart grew cold. I was lost.
Was I a fool for trusting him? A Hunter? A wild beast? An alien?
I berated myself, while my eyes took in the breathtaking sights. We were now so inland that we were now far away from any human inhabitants. Meng was heading towards some ridges.
I was inundated with images of orange and red stone once more.
The next thing I knew, we were plunging down.
~*~
I heard echoes. Screams. Flapping wings. The smell of... leathery and furry bodies. It was a nightmare world. I was going into one.
We emerged into a world of green, orange and red. Fresh air, with the tinge of pine and tree sap. I opened my eyes only to see canyons beneath me, covered with lush vegetables. And the colors of orange and red the canyon walls striped in these vivid colors. A glittering band of water wove its way through the canyons. Winged shapes darted about, catching fish. It took me a while to realize they were... Hunters.
Meng's people.
My Hunter opened his beak and called. I could feel the vibrations down his neck and in his chest. His call was answered by other cries. For a moment, the canyons rang with their songs.
We flew lower and lower, until we almost skimmed the surface of the river. I realized Meng was happy. Exuberant. Who wouldn't feel happy during homecoming?
Up again and this time we were headed towards a plateau that reared up in the center of the canyon lands. I could see... more Hunters, gathered in a circle.
Terror gripped me.
~*~
11. Homecoming
Meng landed gracefully, hunkering down so that I could sit up. I had been hunched over the saddle for the entire flight. My ribs were sore. I was that... frightened. Perhaps I had just found out my sweet and warm-hearted Hunter was just a wild predator, after all.
The truth hurt.
Five Hunters ringed us. Five elderly Hunters, judging by the faded color of their body fur and pale wings. I recalled seeing the two Quetz clan mothers back at the Warren. Clan mothers. These must be the Hunter clan mothers. The ancient ones.
Meng lowered his head again. He is greeting them, I thought nervously. Prodigal son returning home?
They didn't lunge forward to bite me.
Meng turned to me, crooning softly. He wanted me to get off. I managed to remove myself away from the saddle without falling and making a major fool of my entire existence.
My chassis was heavy as my boots hit the earth. I could feel their eyes on me. Those gazes were intelligent. Just like their cousins the Watchers. We humans were the aliens here.
A warble came from the largest Hunter in the circle. Meng snapped his jaws, an affirming clap. The sound reverberated across the canyon like a thunderclap.
Meng also did something unexpected: he gently tapped my back with his beak. He wanted me to move forward so that the clan mothers would examine me more closely.
I wanted to hide, to find a way to sink into the earth. The clan mothers watched me, their beaks waving slowly as if they were sniffing for a scent. My undershirt was all damp from the perspiration. The sun was blistering on my hair. I wanted to...
... cry.
The clan mothers trilled at each other, flapping their wings. They looked really beautiful, especially under the sun. I tried to smile, but I was also hot and tired. And still awfully frightened.
Meng nudged me, once again gently. The conference with the clan mothers had apparently concluded.
~*~
Thoughts were spinning in my head while I tried to come to terms that I might never return back to... civilization. How was I going to eat? Where was I going to stay?
Meng swooped down into a ravine, the wind whistling past my ears. A rattle of pebbles, a scraping of wing-claws finding purchase what I saw blew my mind.
It was a slot canyon. I learnt that from Basic Physical Geography at the Academy. Land forms. All pink and orange, with pools of sunlight dappling the canyon walls. Waves and curves. I never knew Meng was that ...artistic.
My Hunter led me through the slot canyon, to a spot I could only describe as the womb. Contoured, with a slight bowl-shaped indentation, wrapped around by the vivid orange-red curves. It was Meng's home or where he used to sleep in. I could smell the lingering scent of fur... Meng's fur. It was musty and musky at the same time.
Meng swayed, croons coming from his throat. He shifted twigs and leaves with his beak, clearing them away. He was home. I could tell that he was happy to be home. I wanted to go home.
I found myself lying down, my chassis creaking as my legs took on the consistency of soft dough. I felt Meng settling down behind me like a comforting wall. I leant against Meng's side, listening to his breathing. My limbs grew heavy, my eyelids drooped. I wanted to stay awake, out of sheer fear. My body, already drained and shell-shocked, had other ideas.
~*~
I woke, sore and uncomfortable. My sleep was relatively uneventful. I simply sank into oblivion like a stone in water.
My eyes had sand grits in them and I brushed them off, carefully uncurling my body as I did. I had somehow tucked myself into a fetal ball.
Then the realization struck. I was sleeping in a curve-shaped nest. I was brought to the world of the Hunters by Meng. I was lost.
Meng wasn't around. I was alone in a huge cave tucked inside a slot canyon. The orange and red rock was surprisingly beautiful and mesmerizing. There was a warm glow to it. I glanced about, gathering my wits and surveying my new environment. My eyes fell on a pile of berries and leaves. They were placed directly in front of me. I picked one of the blood-red berries. Poisonous? I hadn't seen such a berry before. Jinian plant life? The leaves had serrated edges. Not even the usual green color, but a deep mauve.
Revolted, I avoided them. I wasn't even sure if my human body could accept uncatalogued Jinian plants. My stomach growled. I had to eat. I needed to eat.
I had to trust Meng. He trusted me, didn't he? I reached out and grabbed one of the berries. Squeezing my eyes shut, I bit into it. Tart juice immediately filled my mouth. I chewed the fibrous pulp. It wasn't that bad. I waited for my body to react, nervously anticipating the tingling of tongue or stomach cramps. None. Emboldened, I stared to wolf down more of the berries. My fingers were stained red with the juice.
Meng appeared when I was done with the berries. He crawl-hopped in, tucking his wings and trilling a soft tune. He was glad, I think, to see me up and awake. I placed my right palm under his beak.
He nudged me then to the entrance (exit?) of the womb. He wanted me to follow me. Visuals of glowing slot canyon walls appeared in my mind. I crept out, my chassis protesting. A dull ache throbbed along my calves.
Bright sunshine made me shield my eyes, followed by the sensation of being underwater. I looked up, only to see Meng's multi-colored wings covering me. Where are we going?
Was I the little girl who went down the rabbit hole? What was her name? Alice? Or was I Chang'Er, who made the mistake of flying to the moon.
Meng lowered his body, a signal for me to ride.
Where are we going?
Meng?
The wind bore hints of sea salt and burnt wood brush fire? - as Meng glid down the ravine. I was getting used to the sight of the orange-red rocks by now, rushing past in a blur. Beneath us, the river glistened like fish scales. Meng's claws skimmed the surface; he was simply enjoying flight.
We neared the end of the river, only to ascend to an indentation. A bowl, I thought. A bowl right smack in nowhere. Yet more was in store. The bowl became a crater through which Meng entered. The darkness was strangely... pleasant, replete with a sweet odor not unlike burnt sugar. Or caramel. My stomach growled. Echoes pinged around me, odd squawks of song and a soft vibrating bone-deep hum.
When Meng popped out of the darkness, I gaped. Simpled opened my mouth and refused to shut it.
Eggs resting on orange and yellow sand stretching as far as I could see. Huge brown eggs, laid as if by giant hens, in this case Hunters.
Meng settled on the brightly colored sand, landing gingerly. Sounds reverberated throughout the bowl, a cross between a croon and a chest-deep hum. Almost like the gentle sounds from a nesting hen.
I finally found my voice. Is this the secret hatching site? I couldn't believe my eyes. Or my luck. Tian ah! I pressed my palms against my face. I could only stare.
My booted feet touched the soft sand. I leant against Meng for support. The hum went up my legs and centered in my chest.
So, I asked to nobody in particular. Why did you bring me here?
As if by magic, Hunters appeared, four of them. I recognized their light fur. The matriarchs.
They landed with a grace beyond their physical age, their wings not even stirring the sand. They watched me keenly. For a long time, nobody moved or made any sound.
I swallowed and repeated my question. Why did you bring me here?
One of the matriarchs, her beak marked with deep claw? - furrows, began to click. Her wattle shook rhythmically. Meng bobbed his head. I felt my body tense up, like a taut string. What were they talking about? Me? The eggs?
Suddenly, an odd sensation flooded me. I can't explain. It felt like I was swimming in water. Light, floaty. I hung onto Meng's wing tip for support. Eggsshardsyellowyellowyellow, the images came. Eggsshardshumanshandsmovingmovingmoving.
Hang on, I can't understand you! I heard myself shouting. My head hurt, as if it was splitting into halves like an overripe gua or winter melon.
Eggs. Shards. Yellow. Humans. Hands. Moving. And sadness keening. Sorrow. Sorrow. Sorrow.
This time, I saw it. Egg shards, the pieces from hatched Hunter eggs, taken away by... human hands. I staggered as the sensation left... flowed out from me. My chassis gave way and I found myself sitting on the sand. I stared at Meng, at the four matriarchs.
Are you trying to say that people, humans, us, are stealing the eggs, no... the egg shards? I hated my voice. Croaky, weaky. Oh how Lixi would laugh at me now. I missed Lixi. And Mother. And everyone.
Siobhan. Sarah. Daniel.
Meng did a very human gesture: he nodded.
I gasped, remembering the shards I'd seen almost a lifetime ago, back at the City. Oh, oh. I could only say. I am so sorry... I am so sorry. My hands shook. I had to hold onto Meng. The task scared me more than the silent watching matriarchs and even stranger surroundings.
What do you want me to do?
I will miss the aurora claritas.
From the diary of Alicia Cortez
I stood, arms behind my back, watching the cleanup crew remove the last of the sand. The planet was reclaiming its land. The sandbars were appearing with greater frequency, no matter how much they had seeded the clouds or planted windbreaks to stop the inexorable invasion. No, it was not an invasion. The planet was a desert world before the First Colonists arrived.
Already they were receiving reports from the different Sectors that crops were failing, because of the sand. It was an unpleasant reality. But Jin was my home, as it was for the thousands of colonist descendents.
The Quetz elders had warned us before. We should listen to them more closely.
You look pensive, Joseph Sato appeared beside me. Is something bothering you?
I shook my head slowly. He leaned towards me and kissed my lips. In the privacy of our personal quarters, we let go of our professional masks and enjoyed being ourselves just for a precious while.
The planet, I said to my husband. She is taking back what is hers.
As expected, Joseph's dark hair was turning grey. But his face was still youthful, handsome. Son of Japanese fishermen, he joined the Agri-seers because he wanted to see his family business protected. The sand was eating into the sea.
I smiled, trying to dispel the dark mood. I walked over to the table where I kept a pot of floral tea warm on a solar-powered heater. I sipped at the tea, allowing the warmth to fill my being.
The Riders and the cadets seem to be working well, I changed the subject, knowing that talking about Jin depressed both of us.
They are. Even Lifang and Daniel Kelso. They were at each other's throats for a while. Now they are at least talking without resorting to verbal fistfights.
As long as their personal squabblings are not affecting their course grades. Wing-master Tet was quite clear on the programme objectives.
Sato nibbled on a rice cracker lacquered with shoyu. A snack from his family, personally made by his mother. He was nostalgic when it came to food. So, they are the worst cohort he'd ever encountered.
As he had told me quite explicitly last week, apparently yes. We have a handful.
Very much like Tet to dump his rejects on us.
Joe! I said sharply. He could be so blunt sometimes.
Many kids want to be Riders. Only half of the applicants cut the mustard. I am not even sure why the Quetz elders allow it to go on. Unhealthy practice.
Joseph Sato. You have a mean tongue, because you wanted to be a Rider too.
Point taken.
I walked back to the window, cup in hand. I am sure many of our cadets have Rider dreams too. You know, the glamor of riding your very own Quetz.
True. Joseph gathered me in his arms, my warm body against him. I knew I smelled of jasmine, my favorite flower/scent. I remembered how we met. I was standing in an orchard with citrus blossoms, hand placed on the trunk of an orange tree. I was so young then.
We need to submit our reports on the soil erosion issue along Coast Sector B10, I rested my hand against his chest. More sandbags and portia trees?
Liu has been tending to the portia tree saplings for quite some time. Says that they are ready to be planted. His voice rumbled in my ear. I sighed softly.
And I need to check on the plots, Joseph's tone was suddenly business-like. I hate that. Work made us sound professional, too distant. You should see the sort of nonsense I am getting. His sharp humor was back.
You better ease up on the kids, I looked into his eyes. I needed to get back to work. The planet demanded it.
Nah. I need to maintain my reputation.
Indeed, I laughed and finished my tea. Evening was turning the sky a pink-mauve. The aurora claritas flowed like satin scarves.
~*~
An Excerpt from the Histories Of The Little People
Old Henrik was a seasoned seabird. His trawler was one of the best, if not the best in the fleet. He netted the most fish, hauled the most jin enough to feed his extended family. The Four Seas was his home; his skin was tanned creased leather, his legs more comfortable walking on the boards of a moving boat than land.
He had just dropped anchor, his boat the Merrie Dancer rocking gently with the waves. He reached into his pocket, fishing out a thick wad of tobacco. Damned expensive, tobacco was now. The Agri-seers controlled everything.
A large shadow passed over the Dancer, forcing Henrik to duck instinctively. He saw the sloping back of the flier.
Them wild ones grow big these days, sonny, he muttered as his son Saul came out from the control room.
Rare to see 'em flying so close to the mainland, Saul noted. Probably a rogue or a Solitary.
Them no birds, I tell you.
No, pa, no.
Henrik surveyed the waves. Now, more fish and more jin.
A Watcher's Thoughts
Verdant preened himself fastidiously. Hygiene was a big thing in Watcher culture. If your kaiss were bug-lodged, you could not fly. Flight, to a Watcher, was a mark of maturity. Only little nestlings, still dependent on their mothers' care, did not fly.
He lifted his kais, examining the length. He was proud of the unnotched wing membranes.
A peculiar scent wove through the air. Verdant stopped his preening and inhaled, letting the scent filter through his jaws.
A wild one. A Hunter. Nearby and closing.
Verdant kept vigil. When a Hunter was on the prowl nothing good would come out of it.
~*~
Hunter
The wild one was penned within a protected enclosure. He shrieked his displeasure at the ulas watching him as if he was some strange creature. He hissed. In their eyes, he was feral. Dangerous. He knew that there were Observers nearby. They had tried communicating with him, their tongue being similar to his.
~*~
Hunters
I will go with the ula.
Your choice, my kin-sibling.
Send word to our mothers and the elders. They will know.
You are impetuous, my kin-sibling.
They will forgive you. I will go with her.
~*~
The diary of Alicia Cortez
Yes, Tet?
I hardly glanced up at the tall Wing-master, so intent on my grading. The assignments by the Third Year students had just been compiled; Ihad two days of grading and I was determined to complete it before the weekend.
Tet was a looming shadow. His presence was beginning to irritate her. Granted that I did not start on the right foot with him during their student days, I was sure that he would act his age.
I have assessed Li Fang and the Hunter.
I looked up, right into Tet's dark eyes. And?
I do not believe Li Fang is ready for Rider training.
His voice rumbled in his chest. His words struck me as clipped, as if he was presenting a thesis in front of a panel of examiners.
Oh.
Alicia, I believe your tone indicated you are siding with the cadet.
Don't start, Tet. I am not in the mood for your derailing.
Al, Tet said carefully.
I was furious. Don't call me 'Al'. You have no right to call me that. Let's keep this professional.
I am not derailing, Cortez. I am stating the truth. You are her instructor. Bias might play a part in your judgement.
What are the reasons for the disqualification? I gritted her teeth. The ache in my temples was threatening to turn into a blinding migraine, complete with pounding hammers and growling gutturals.
The Hunter is wild.
That's all? I stood up, slamming my hand onto the table. Just wild? Why don't the Corps ever open their narrow minds and let the first Rider-Hunter pair in?
You are not a Rider. You do not understand.
I am not a Rider. I am an Agri-seer. A scientist. Logical enough to gauge the potential in the encounter.
Alicia.
I am also a human. With enough heart to care and enough hope to envision an alliance between us and the Hunters.
Tet's expression turned darker, if that was possible.
No.
So you are going to break a child's heart.
It's the real world, Alicia Cortez.
With that, Tet swept out of the staffroom. I sank down into my armchair, rubbing my forehead. That went well, didn't it?
The diary of Alicia Cortez
The doctors are examining her now.
I rubbed her face. I had not slept. Seeing the wild one drop Lifang shocked me. Now Tet looked as if he was gloating.
She may never walk again, he told me. I glared back at him.
The Hunter is wild. I could only say, tight-lipped I was and angry with Tet.
Uh.
Don't bait me, I said curtly. I pressed my hands against the glass panels looking out into the Main Square. And you haven't answered my question why the wild one, the Hunter, is still hanging around.
Tet's facial expression changed from smug to uncertain.
I smiled. I knew it was a hard cold smile.
And Tet, the Hunters make mistakes, just like us. Don't tell me you want to put it down like a rabid canine. Tet, I expected more from you.
With those parting words, I walked away from the Wing-master, plans already crystallizing in my mind.
~*~
The diary of Alicia Cortez
See, Tet, I said as all the instructors retired into the cool interior of the Instructors' Lounge. We left the girl and the Quetzalcoatlus wang alone. I could still see the two touching, hand to beak, hand to fur, from where I stood, nursing a well-deserved cup of jasmine tea.
Tet stared at me, shaking his head. I give up, Alicia. You played dirty.
I didn't. There is trust between the two. Can't you see?
I trust my canine companion.
That's besides the point, Tet. And you know it.
We sipped at our tea. I poured more into Tet's cup.
Why are you so dead-set against Lifang becoming the first Quetzalcoatlus wang Rider? I asked quietly.
Tet didn't lose his temper. He simply sighed and answered, I just don't want to see young lives destroyed.
They enter training with so much hope, thinking that by the end of it, they are able to ride these magnificent animals. So many youngsters drop out. Some injured for life, some... He masked the rest with a swallow of tea.
I watched my old friend. Sorry. I didn't know that.
Satisfied now?
More like 'shocked'.
Not easy, my dear Alicia. Tet smiled now, changing his sullen expression. He looks nicer if he smiles more, I thought.
So what do you propose, Cortez? He continued, lifting a cup as if he was toasting me.
I stated my intentions.
~*~
My arguments did not go down easily, as I had expected. Tet made many valid counterpoints which I argued back. Surprisingly, the mood was casual, the criterion discussed over tea and nibbles.
De acuerdo, I nodded. Two semesters at the Warren then.
I am still uneasy about the whole situation, Tet said, helping himself to the rice crackers.
Yes, I know. We will watch and wait, Tet.
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