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Night-walkers, Magians, priests of Bacchos and priestesses of the wine-vat, mystery-mongers practised among men.



- Heraclitus





All other things have a portion of everything, but Mind is infinite and self-ruled, and is mixed with nothing but is all alone by itself.



- Anaxagoras





Nothing is more active than thought, for it travels over the universe, and nothing is stronger than necessity, for all must submit to it.



-Thales




Chapter 1


Across the night lands, two cloaked figures ran desperately beneath the moonlit sky. Solid dunes of fine dust were all around them, and the reflected luminescence made it look like they were in an ocean of brightly colored ash, with undulating sand drifts resembling static, unmoving waves that crested and dipped across the landscape. The taller one had set a relentless pace across the firm, sandy ground. The shorter of the two was trying hard to keep up, but kept stumbling forward, barely keeping his balance and slowing their progress. The taller one grabbed the other by his elbow and pulled him in an effort to go faster. After what seemed like an eternity, the little one began to tire and had to be dragged forward, his exhaustion finally getting the better of him.

The taller man stopped as he scanned the nearby terrain. He was sure the enemy was close and they would soon be caught. They had been running for five days now, resting while the sun was up and moving during the night. Now their food and water were all gone. The leather map he had in the fur pouch he was carrying had showed him this was the way, but there was nothing but sand all around them- they were utterly lost. He bent down and stared at the small figure kneeling by him. “We must strive on if we are to get to safety. We cannot tarry long here. You must get up.”

With short, labored breaths, the smaller figure looked up at him and the hood of the little cloak fell back, revealing a young boy with short, golden blond hair and pale skin. “I… I cannot go on, Aertos. I am t-too tired.”

The taller man threw off the hood of his own cloak, revealing a bald, smooth head. His nose was sharp and he was beardless, as most men were these days. It seemed that those who could still grow hair on their chins had largely died out many generations ago. “If you cannot run, then you will die. Is that what you want?”

But the boy was too exhausted. His body was spent after fleeing the moment the sun had set. The child let out a soft moan as he fell on his hands and knees. He just wanted to rest, to close his eyes, and sleep on the cold, dusty ground. If he could just have a brief moment to recover, then he could run again. Right now, his feet and legs were hurting, his lungs ached with a burning pain as he still hadn’t gotten his breath back. He needed a drink of water, but he knew they no longer had any.

Just as Aertos tried picking the boy up with both hands, he saw them. Two cloaked figures crested a dune at the edge of the horizon, headed their way. He could see they were armed, one carried a longbow, its white-boned construction was highly visible in the moonlit night. It meant that their pursuers had been tracking them all this time. With a hiss of desperation, Aertos grabbed the child and placed him over his shoulders. Then he turned once more and ran.

The chase continued as Aertos sprinted up and down the dunes. The boy hung desperately over his shoulders. Since Aertos was the one doing all the running, their pace quickened considerably. He had known they would be pursued the moment they made the escape from the citadel. The boy was held in such high value to them, they would be willing to kill any traitor who would dare steal him. If Aertos was to be caught, then they would surely flay him alive for his treason. He dared not think any further about the consequences. Aertos had already made a vow to himself that they would never take him alive. His goal now was to get the boy to safety, his own life no longer mattered.

Glancing briefly behind him, Aertos let out a short sigh of despair. His pursuers had slowly closed the gap. The two men were now only a hundred yards away and getting closer. He needed to do something or they would catch him within the hour. His lungs were now searing in pain and his arms felt leaden from lugging the boy. The only thing fueling Aertos’s relentless pace now was his own desperation. If the two men got to within thirty yards, they might decide to use their weapons, but that would mean they would have to pause as the taller of the two would have to ready the bow.

Aertos made another glance behind him as he crested another low lying dune. He could clearly see his two pursuers now. Urien was the shorter one, and Estragon had the bone bow. They had known each other ever since all three had been assigned to the citadel. So it was his own friends who had been tasked to pursue and kill him. How ironic it all was. Aertos kept on running as he spotted a low lying wadi up ahead, the small, dried riverbed looked largely untouched by men for the past several hundred cycles. An idea came into his mind, it would be a desperate gamble, but it was his one chance to shake them off, albeit temporarily. Gathering his thoughts, Aertos used his remaining reserves of energy to run directly towards the edge of the wadi.

Just as he got to the lip of the trench, Aertos immediately used his mindforce to push his body forward, his sudden jump powered him over the twenty foot gap and across to the other side. He ran for another twenty yards, then turned and waited while catching his breath. Just as the two men pursuing him used their own mindforce to propel themselves above the edges of the wadi, Aertos held out his hand and used his remaining Vis to mentally throw up a column of loose sand at their faces, temporarily blinding them. The two men were immediately inundated by a barrage of dust as they momentarily lost their concentration. Urien cursed aloud as he fell sideways, but managed to hold onto the top edge of the sand wall, while the much bigger Estragon completely lost his footing and fell head first into the sandy gorge, his longbow still in his hands.

Aertos turned around and started running once more. Up ahead, he could no longer see the horizon. Everything in front of him seemed opaque, not even the light from the moon above could illuminate the inky, swirling blackness in front of him. Not seeing any other choice, he dashed forward anyway. Whatever lay ahead out there had to be better than the things they would do to him if he was brought back to the citadel.

His pacing soon began to slacken as the hard sand on his feet began to loosen up. Every time he put his foot forward, his boots would get sucked in and needed a lot of extra effort to pull them back out. During his cycles as an apprentice, Aertos was taught by his teachers that the wastes had many variations of sand; some were hard as packed stone, while the loose patches were to be avoided. He had heard tales of men being sucked underneath the pools of moving dust that acted like water, their cries of terror forever silenced as they drowned not in any liquid, but were swallowed up by grains of fine particles. It was a kind of death that instilled fear among his peers.

Aertos grimaced as he kept on going, the pain in his aching legs was pure agony. The only thing that kept him moving was his sheer force of will and the hope that the flatlands ahead of him would be packed more tightly. The boy whimpered slightly as Aertos continued to carry him, but his gait was awkward due to the extra weight on his right shoulder. Just as he pulled his left foot out from the loose floor, his fatigue and unbalanced stance made him slip, and both fell forward onto the soft ground.

The boy rolled forward onto the fine dirt but he quickly got up. Aertos pulled himself up while both his hands dug into the loose earth until he was on all fours. As he glanced over his shoulder, Aertos noticed Urien and Estragon had gotten out of the wadi and were now trudging their way slowly towards him. It was apparent that his pursuers were as exhausted as he was since they didn’t use their Vis for another jump. The boy noticed the two men and took off running on the harder packed soil. With a hiss of desperation, Aertos changed direction as he started following the lad.

By the time he had gotten to the area with the compact sand, the boy was about ten yards ahead of him. Aertos could see a vast wall of dust in front of them, rising hundreds of feet high. The boy stopped and just stared at the monstrous waves of ash swirling in the air. So that was why the horizon suddenly became opaque, there was a large storm just ahead of them. The boy turned, giving him a look of despair as he just stood there while the wind began to pick up around them. If they kept moving, then they would surely be lost within the raging tempest ahead.

Just as Aertos pulled himself up onto the hard packed earth, a bone arrow embedded itself on the back of his lower leg. He screamed and fell forward onto the ground. As he glanced behind him, he saw that Estragon had his bow out and was notching another arrow with it. He cursed at himself for not being more alert.

“Aertos!” the boy cried as he ran back and started pulling him up. Urien drew his dagger as he slowly got closer, only the loose soil was keeping him from getting there quickly. Estragon aimed with the bow and fired off another arrow, but Aertos held out his hand and used his mindforce to deflect the projectile off into the night.

Grabbing the boy by his collar, Aertos drew him close to whisper in the child’s ear. “You must go. I will hold them off as long as I can. Lose them in the storm!”

The boy started to cry as the salt tears ran down his dusty cheeks. “No, no. I will not leave you.”

Aertos grimaced. He could no longer control his right leg as the sharp pain was replaced with an agony of burning fire. Estragon must have had the tips of the bone arrow poisoned. It meant he was dead either way. “Do not argue with me, boy. Run. Run now! Quickly!”

The boy kept trying to pull him up until Aertos finally pushed the child away. There was a pained expression on the boy’s face- a sad mixture of grief and desperation, but the child finally understood as he got up and started running towards the incoming storm. Aertos turned around, just as he noticed Urien had gotten close and was about to stab him with a dagger.

Aertos managed to grasp Urien’s wrists as both men struggled on the ground. Urien was on top of him as he used his mindforce to press the dagger down towards the other man’s throat. Aertos used his own Vis to hold back the weapon, but the poison in his wounded leg had already begun to dull his concentration. A few yards behind them, Estragon couldn’t use his bow for fearing that he might hit his own ally, so he placed the weapon onto the ground while holding his hands in front of him, and he started to use his thoughts to unpack the dirt around Aertos.

With his other leg still functioning properly, Aertos bent his good knee and used it to kick Urien’s left torso. The other man grunted in pain as he fell sideways, but he was able to hold onto his dagger. Estragon concentrated as he tried to push Aertos into the loose sand, but his victim was able to roll away at the last minute, just as a hole opened up from where he had been lying in. Aertos kept rolling until he had some distance in between and then tried to stand up. Urien managed to get up to one knee and he threw the dagger, using his mindforce to propel the bronze blade with enough power to connect with his target before the other man could counter it.

Aertos sensed the blade whistling through the air, heading towards him. He put his hand up to try and deflect it using his mindforce, but his numbed senses were too late to react. The dagger plunged into his throat, tearing into his windpipe and cutting the main arteries before embedding itself into his neck bone. Aertos let out a gurgle as he fell backwards into the sandy ground, blood spurting from his opened throat. As the darkness began to envelop him, a final bright tinge of hope settled into his fading thoughts. He hoped the boy would be safe. Then he died.



Urien stood upright and made his way to the dead man. Estragon was now at the edge of the hard soil as he pulled himself up. Urien bent down and retrieved his dagger from Aertos’s corpse while looking around. He noticed that the boy was about fifty yards ahead of them. “Estragon,” he said. “Get the boy.”

Estragon grunted as he ran ahead of his partner. He was one of the tallest Magi in the citadel compared to the others. His forehead was balding, but the sides above his ears still had long black hair that drooped down his shoulders. Estragon had thought about using his bone bow, but their orders were to bring the boy back alive so he couldn’t risk a shot. As he began to close the distance to the child, the wind suddenly picked up in intensity, and he was soon enveloped in a column of sand. Estragon screamed and he was quickly half-blinded, he could barely notice the outline of the boy ahead. He tried to move further, but he could no longer see anything in front of him.

Just as Urien was about to follow his partner into the dark horizon up ahead, he saw Estragon make his way back towards him. The other man was alone. “Where is the boy?”

Estragon grimaced as he used his arm to wipe the dirt from his eyes. “The child kept going, he ran into the storm!”

Urien cursed. “We were tasked to bring the boy back, we cannot return without him!”

“But it is impossible! I had to retreat, I cannot see anything out there.”

Visibility had suddenly gone away. Both men were quickly engulfed in an ash filled darkness as the moonlight above them disappeared. They tried to push forward, but the air currents became so strong, they were suddenly unable to see one another. Urien tried to use his mindforce to clear a small space of air in front of his face, but he was too exhausted and the winds too powerful.

Estragon stood beside him as he cupped his hand over his mouth in order to be heard. “We need to find shelter, quickly!”

Urien shook his head violently. “We have to find that boy!”

While the two of them kept arguing, something large stirred underneath them. It had been hibernating deep beneath the loose sand, but the sandstorm had awakened it. When it extended its sensory tendrils along the waves of loosening dust, it immediately sensed prey, its long sleep having given it an appetite. Now it was time to feed.

Urien sensed it first. For a brief moment, he thought the shifting sands below his feet were merely being stirred up by the howling zephyrs of air. All of a sudden, the entire ground around the both of them started moving as they both fell onto their backs. As he tried to get up, Urien saw something huge come out from under the sand, it was large enough to grab onto Estragon and pull him back down into the ground. Urien could hear his partner’s hapless screaming even with the intense sandstorm raging around him. He turned and tried to run, but he was soon knee deep in loose ground. Urien cried out in desperation as he tried to grab hold of anything that could pull him back out into the harder packed sand. He used his hands to try to feel his way forward until he touched something long and ropey. Urien immediately grabbed onto it with both hands, thinking it was some sort of line with which to pull himself to safety. Just as he managed to pull his body forward, the rope he was grasping suddenly had a life of its own as it coiled around his arms. Instead of getting himself on harder ground, he was suddenly being dragged deeper into the loose terrain.

Urien had suddenly remembered the teachings of the late, lamented Grand Magus Ontoro with regards to surviving in the desert. The long dead Magus had given a lecture to his class about the more dangerous creatures living out in the wastes. One particular animal hunted at night and used tentacle-like appendages to find its prey in the sand. This creature was quite huge, and the largest specimens known had eaten men whole. It was best to avoid creatures such as those, the Grand Magus had said. The only way to defend against it was to run.

Realizing his fate, Urien managed to let out one bloodcurdling scream before he was swallowed up by the shifting sands.


Chapter 2


It was close to high noon when Nyx finally sensed the sand dargon’s presence. She had just recently celebrated her sixteenth cycle, and her mindsense had been growing steadily by the day. Elder Zedne had been right, the moment her loincloth had tasted its first blooding, her powers of prescience increased in both scope and intensity. At first, her newly acquired senses had been a terrifying experience, an endless stream of conversations among voices that manifested inside her mind. For the next few weeks, she lay in her hut, clutching her head and screaming, begging for the sounds to stop. Elder Zedne and her brother spent those painful days by her side, gently coaxing her to develop the thought blocks to ensure her mind would not be overwhelmed by the sheer barrage of stimulation and emotions all around her. Even then, Nyx had heard stories of Strigas going mad and unleashing their powers amongst their own family, in a crazed fury that ultimately ended in death. In her case, it was only through the timely intervention of the protector that she was finally able to silence the incessant voices and waves of feelings that nearly consumed her. From that day forward, Nyx idolized the one woman who ventured into her mind and told her that everything would be alright.

Nyx stood up on the crest of the dune as she wrapped her leather cloak tightly around her thin body. She could sense the dargon sleeping beneath the sea of dust, not far from her observation point. Now that they had found their prey, the hunt would begin. Nyx reached for the mirrored crystal in her pouch and took it out. She held it to the general direction of her older brother, who had been sitting near the edge of another knoll several hundred yards away. By tilting the crystal at an angle, she used the sun’s reflection as a shiny beacon to attract him. Within a few minutes, her brother had noticed and began to use his own crystal to alert the next man in the relay, until the alert made its way to the base camp.

The hunting party had been deployed in a V-shaped formation, with Nyx at the extreme edge of the left wing, while the village protector, who was also a Striga, at the opposite end from her. The bottom of the V was their base camp, where they would retire for the night after spending all day at the hunt. If either of them had detected the hidden sand dargon, they would pass on the message using their mirrored glass along the line until everyone was alerted, then the entire group would converge on her position. Nyx grinned with satisfaction. This was only the second hunt that she was a part of, but already she would have the honor of being the one who found the beast they had been hunting for these past few days. It was the first time she had used her powers to find prey by using her mental feelers to probe the ground around her, and she was extremely proud of herself. Not bad for an orphan girl who grew up amongst the elders of the tribe.

Her brother Jinn was the first to arrive as he ran up the dune to where she had been sitting. He had been the closest relay to her, so it was only natural he reached her before the others did. Like his sister, Jinn had bronzed skin and black, curly hair, a natural adaptation to the people of the wastes. Jinn carried a slightly curved bone spear with a flint head attached to its point. He sat down beside her, cradling his weapon. “Well done, Sister! Are you sure it is the beast we’re looking for this time?”

She gave him a playful slap in the arm. “Yes, it is. It is a sand dargon alright. Our protector taught me how to sense it.”

Jinn pulled out a waterskin from beneath his leather cloak and took a sip. “I hope you’re right this time. Two days ago, your Vis told you it was the sand dargon, but what jumped out behind the dunes instead was a dust beetle.”

Nyx slapped her brother in the arm a second time. “Silence! This time it is the real thing, I promise. If it is not, then may Duun take my life and spill my essence to the wastes.”

Jinn shook his head while stowing the waterskin beneath his cloak. “Do not mock the gods, sister.”

“I am not making fun of the gods, I am confident that it is truly the beast that we have been hunting for all this time. We shall feast back in the village within two days,” she said assuredly.

Jinn got up to one knee as he noticed Krag, the group’s lead hunter making his way towards them. “I hope you are right, sister. This is my sixth hunt and the last two did not turn out so well.”

Nyx looked at her older brother. “Oh? But I thought the last hunt was a success, the party brought back two octapedes, each one was over two feet long. That was a great feast we had.”

“We had to range far and wide- and for almost a whole moon- just to get those two and we were lucky,” Jinn said softly. “The larger octapede was a mother to its last youngling. I have this terrible feeling that our patron god Duun no longer favors us and there are no more beasts left to hunt.”

“Silence, Jinn,” Nyx said. “Do not say such bad things.”

Krag had moved up to their position. His brown, leathery skin had been toughened after spending so much time in the wastes, and he consumed the smallest amount of water as compared to the others. While Nyx idolized the tribal protector, Jinn idolized Krag, for he was widely considered to be their best hunter.

The slight breeze whipped at Krag’s shoulder length, thick black hair as he looked around. He surveyed what looked like a patch of loose sand towards the trough of a far dune. “Yes, that looks like the nesting place of a sand dargon, alright. You have done well, Nyx,” he said.

Nyx grinned. “Thank you, chief hunter. This is a great honor for me.”

Krag placed a hand above his eyes to shield them from the glare. “Seems like a big one too. I do not think we have hunted one this large for the last ten cycles. A major find indeed, you have the luck of the gods, girl.”

Jinn squinted his own eyes as he imitated Krag. “How can you tell the size of the beast, chief hunter?”

Krag pointed at the edges of the patch. “When a dust beast burrows beneath the ground, you just have to notice how large the field is. A good rule of thumb is to divide the length of the outward edges of the loose sand by a third. Since I believe the size of that patch is between seventy-five to eighty feet, then the beast is probably a twenty-five or twenty-six footer in length.”

Nyx was shocked. “A twenty-five footer? By the gods, I don’t ever remember anyone in the village hunting a beast so large ever before.”

“I remember hunting a very powerful dust beast long before you were born,” Krag said. “Elder Pir was still young enough to hunt back then. It must have been close to thirty cycles ago. We stalked and killed the largest dargon ever known to the tribe. The beast was close to fifty feet long, and we lost two hunters that day.” He looked at Jinn. “I was around your age, boy. Just barely eighteen cycles and it was only my second hunt.”

Jinn grinned. “That must have been fun.”

Krag nodded. “It was, but it was also hard, dangerous work. A sand dargon is not to be trifled with. It is not an octapede, or even a poisoned norpion. Dargons hunt those other beasts and consume them, just like we would eat our algae soup. You both must stay well away from the sand nest. Leave the killing to my hunters and the protector.”

Jinn stood up. Even at his full upright position, he was still two shades shorter than the chief hunter. “But Krag, this is already my sixth hunt. Let me be part of your hunting group. Please.”

Krag smiled and shook his head. “Too dangerous, Jinn. For a sand dargon this size, I will not allow anyone who has less than twelve hunts beneath their loincloth to be part of it. This beast is very dangerous, and I fear that some of us might not even return to the camp by tonight. Perhaps when you have more experience, yes?”

Jinn sighed. “But you yourself said a dargon this size comes but once in thirty cycles! We may not ever have this chance of finding such a magnificent beast ever again. Please let me become part of your group, I promise to obey every command and be careful. I beg of you.”

Krag looked away as a half dozen more hunters began to converge on them. The young man was right. For a beast this size, they needed at least twelve hunters to make sure that it would not get loose when they confronted it. All he had left on his team were six experienced men. Jinn was still considered to be an apprentice, but there was no one else. With Jinn and the protector by his side, there would be nine of them.

While Krag stared at the other hunters readying their weapons, he started pointing towards the crest of the dune. “Donblis, Voot, and Geb, I want you three near the crest of that knoll. Hyr, Burd, and Nothgem, down over at the base of the loose patch, across from Nyx’s direction. Go!” he said to them before looking into Jinn’s eyes. “Very well, you will be part of this hunt. Stay here until we are all in position. Once the protector arrives, you will accompany her and stay close to her at all times. You must obey any command that I, or any hunter tells you. Is that clear?”

Jinn was now grinning from ear to ear. Finally! He would be part of this great hunt. “Thank you, chief hunter! I am most honored.”

The six other men were already moving to take their positions as Krag hefted his bone spear and drew it from its fur scabbard. Like Jinn’s, the shaft of his weapon was made from a curved rib bone of a long dead beast, a creature that died out thousands of cycles ago. Unlike Jinn’s weapon however, his spearhead was made of steel- it was Krag’s most prized possession and he took great care of it in between hunts. “Alright,” he said. “You two stay here for now. Nyx, once the protector arrives, follow her instructions to the letter. Remember what I told you, Jinn.”

Jinn nodded as the chief hunter left and began to make his way towards his team. The young man gripped his spear tightly while he knelt back down. He was already nervous and giddy with excitement. “May Duun guide my spear,” he whispered.

Nyx giggled. “You better not mess this up, Jinn. Krag is a kind master, but he is fair and will not hesitate to criticize and punish when it comes to those that do not do well.”

“Silence,” Jinn said. He knew he was inexperienced, but if he followed their lead, then everything would go smoothly. “You heard what he said. All I have to do is to stay by the protector and all will be well.”

Nyx patted him on the back. “I am sure this rite of passage will be easier for you than what I went through. Nothing could be worse.”

Jinn turned and looked back at his younger sister. “Was the pain truly unbearable for you when the Vis manifested itself? You were in our hut for weeks, just staying in bed. I could see that you were in complete agony. The one time I tried to feed you, your bulging eyes stared back at me like you were in some great widdendream.”

“It wasn’t so much the pain, but rather the talking voices inside my head,” Nyx said wistfully. “It was as if the mouths of the entire tribe were all right by my ear and they were shouting and screaming in unison, and I could not silence them. Every word, every thought, every flash of anger, every singe of pain, every tear-I could feel them all at the same time. I could not rest, could not sleep. The cacophony of feelings, of cries, it all came screaming at me and I could not shut it off. Once, I had wondered what those in a fit of madness would be thinking about in their minds. When the Vis appeared, that was when I knew what lunacy actually meant, having experienced it firsthand.”

Jinn clasped his younger sister by her elbow. “I am gladdened that you made it through. I have heard so many tales of young Strigas who ended up killing themselves, but not before they destroyed the minds of those around them. It takes a strong will to survive that and I’m very happy that you did.”

Nyx smiled. “Oh, I had plenty of help. Elder Zedne was able to calm me enough so that I could sleep every once in awhile. But the one who got me through the most was our protector, she was actually able to venture into my mind and instruct me as to how to place the thought barriers that would block off any senses. Once the protective wards were in place, she spent many days in teaching me on how to project my mindsense.”

Jinn was intrigued. “When you said the protector went into your mind, how did that work exactly?”

Nyx closed her eyes and remembered what had happened as if it was yesterday. “It was like a dream. I had imagined myself by the dunes at the outskirts of the village, but instead of vermillion colored sand, it was white powder. Then I heard footsteps behind me and there she was, our protector just seemed to walk up to me slowly and she had a smile on her face. She told me that everything would be okay and soon enough, all the other voices that were shouting all around me were suddenly silenced. A great sense of calm washed over me while I finally relaxed my exhausted senses. Then she sat down beside me, and began to teach me thought chants to say over and over within my mind. That was when I was finally able to banish the daemons plaguing me from the moment the Vis came about.”

“So it was all like a dream, you could picture yourself as if it was a vision?”

“Yes,” Nyx said. “It was all so vivid. You remember when the elders staged a play for the entire tribe? When they all wore masks and pretended to be someone else in some other land? It was very much like that play, only it was real. The land around me seemed true as I could touch and feel the sand. When the protector held my arms I could sense her warm, soothing touch.”

Jinn looked off into the distance. “Our protector must be a very power Striga if she is able to create visions like that. I remember when Elder Zedne came to heal me when that kiir worm tore my leg open. As she stitched my wound with sinew string, I could sense her thoughts as she made me fight through the pain, but in the end, she just dulled the agony, she didn’t stop it.”

“Elder Zedne is quite old now,” Nyx said. “She is well past seventy cycles, I believe. Her power has been waning for a long time already. Our protector is much younger than that, probably just half her age.”

“Yes, but I have heard stories about our protector, that she can kill other men with a mere thought. Elder Zedne was never able to do that in her entire lifetime.”

“I have heard of those stories too,” Nyx said. “Though I am not sure if I can believe them. Perhaps they are just tales, made up by the elders in order not to sow discord whenever the protector demands that we behave.”

“Well, I would never willingly go against her,” Jinn said as he turned around to look around. The other hunters waited patiently near the edges of the loose sand patch. “We have been lingering for some time now, I wonder when she will come?”



The protector was sitting inside the small tent at the edge of the base camp. Among her people, she had the authority to maintain order and peace, and was therefore highly respected. She was hurriedly going through a leather sack, trying to find the one piece she needed before joining the hunters at the other edge of the perimeter. As her hand clasped around its sharp edges, she triumphantly retrieved the steel spearhead from the bag and placed the shaft of her black spear across her lap. Taking a fist-sized rock, she pounded at the pin that held the flint spear tip until it was loose enough for her to pull out. Using her fingers, she plucked the pin out and the flint tip slid off from the wooden shaft. Then she placed the metal spearhead onto the empty edge and locked it in place with the pin.

Miri silently cursed at herself for being so unprepared this day. By the time the sun had come up, she was exhausted and unable to concentrate on the little tasks that needed to be done, from making sure that everyone’s weapons were prepared, to keeping an accurate count on their water supply. Strange visions had kept her awake all night, and she had neglected to change her spear tip until the signal came when Nyx had found the dargon at the far end of the hunting zone. She could now sense, using her Vis, that everyone was waiting for her to show up so she needed to move quickly. After placing a bone knife in a small scabbard that was strapped to her boot, Miri got up and hurried out of the tent, her spear in hand.

The wind had picked up and it ran through her long, reddish hair as she sprinted towards where the hunters were. Unlike most of the tribe, Miri’s skin had a slightly paler, amber tinge and her fiery hair made her initially stand out as a stranger to their ways. But her powers as a Striga were formidable, and once she had mastered her Vis, she was soon elevated to protector of the entire village. Her exceptional power with the mindsense was only equaled by her formidable fighting abilities. No one dared to cross her when she placed the gauntlet down and imposed her authority.

By the time she had arrived to where the youths were stationed at, she could sense the impatience of the others around her. Nyx and Jinn were the youngest members of this expedition, and she was not setting a good example for them. The goddess Karma would be very displeased with her unpreparedness. Now that she was with them, she needed to muster all the Vis within herself, for this particular beast was the largest they had encountered, and therefore the most dangerous. The moment she stood by them on the top of the dune, Nyx and Jinn bowed their heads slightly to her as a sign of respect.

Krag started giving her some hand signals while crouching near the edge of the loose patch, and Miri understood the plan almost immediately. She had been to countless hunting parties, and the tactics to take down large prey was always the same. The other hunters would serve to keep the beast within their perimeter, while Miri would use her mindsense to tame the creature well enough for the killing blow.

Miri placed a reassuring hand on Nyx’s slender shoulder. The protector stood almost a foot taller than her novice Striga, but she sensed that Nyx would grow to be a powerful Vis user, and would eventually replace her as protector someday. “Nyx, you know what to do. Wait until we are in position, then I shall give you the signal. Everything will be fine, just remember the mating thoughts,” she said to the teenage girl before turning to face Jinn. “As for you my young hunter, I want you to stay behind me at all times. Keep your spear pointed at the beast and do not move forward without my specific orders. If the dargon lunges at you, move back slightly but do not advance. Remember that your flint point is sharp, but it is also fragile, if you take a bad angle against the dargon, it will snap your spear in two.”

Both Nyx and Jinn nodded anxiously. Miri turned around and ran down towards the nearby patch of loose dirt, followed closely by Jinn. Krag had already placed the hunters into position and they could finally begin. All of them held their spears out while crouching down, so as not to be target the moment the beast came to the surface. Krag got on one knee as he stayed at Miri’s right flank, ten yards away. The chief hunter would use his spear to pierce through the dargon’s ribcage, just behind its first set of forelegs, for that was where its heart would be located.

Everyone held their breath as they waited for the monster to reveal itself. Miri’s concentration had now achieved a Zen-like calmness as she extended her mindsense along the pool of sand in front of her. Her thoughts seemed to flow out of her body, like an invisible coil of energy, as her feelings soon traveled deep into the granular soil until it touched the sleeping dargon that hibernated underneath. Yes, she thought. It is a huge beast indeed. I must be careful, and use my Vis to keep it docile the moment it awakens. She turned and nodded to Nyx, standing thirty yards away on top of the dune.

It was now Nyx’s turn. The young girl closed her eyes as she began to generate the mind of a female dargon in heat. Remembering the skills she was taught to by Miri, Nyx immediately placed thought barriers around the dargon brain patterns she was creating, lest it overwhelm her own human personality. There had been tales of renegade Strigas, horrible women who roamed the wastes after they had abandoned their humanity and became like the beasts of the dust, both in deed and in thought. Nyx valued her persona so she made sure the created thought essence of a female dargon remained firmly in the distant recesses of her mind, to be shattered into inaccessible shards of forgotten memory once the hunt was over.

Miri could see that Nyx was in her mind trance as the younger girl’s eyes had turned completely white. Now it was time to project the mating sense into the sand. The timing would be tricky for the faked thoughts would draw the beast up to the surface and then she needed to alter the dargon’s mental patterns into one of docility once that was done. Miri began to concentrate as her Vis traveled from her mind and bridged the air between Nyx and the sleeping dargon. Within seconds, she was able to harness Nyx’s mating call, and increased its intensity before flinging the unseen ball of senses into the sand beneath her.

Within seconds, they all sensed the ground stirring beneath them. The hunters began to clutch their spears tightly while they began to tense up. The mating call projection was meant to be very powerful, it was designed to overwhelm the dargon’s defensive instincts and drive it into a mating frenzy in order to force the beast up to the surface. The center of the loose sand pool began to shift as a cloud of dust flew up into the air, followed by a frenzied roar. The more experienced hunters covered their eyes so that they would not be blinded by the airborne dust. Jinn was caught totally unprepared, particles of dirt seeped into his eyes the moment the patch erupted. The youth grimaced as he used his arm to wipe away the irritating grains, while squinting his eyes so that he could see what had just come out. As he looked over the protector’s shoulder to finally see the beast, he gasped.

The nearly thirty-foot long creature that emerged from the sand patch was the stuff of nightmares. Its snout was as large as one of their two man tents, and filled with sharp teeth that resembled chiseled black obsidian. The sand dargon’s neck tendrils were located just behind its eyes, and their ropy, five foot long tentacles wriggled in the air, excitedly searching for an imaginary female with which to mate. The beast had six stubby legs that could be folded into its torso, in case it needed to slither in tight spaces underground. Legends abounded that these fearsome beasts could burrow through solid rock, and their god was a mighty wyrm whose overall length stretched across the wastelands and lived in a monstrous cave deep below the world above. The sand dargon’s eyes were like small slits, some people wondered whether the creature could even see with them.

Nyx momentarily faltered on her concentration as she stood like a statue, utterly astounded by the sight of the gigantic creature in front of her. Her mindsense lost its cohesion, and the telepathic bridge that connected her Vis to that of the creature quickly cut off.

For a brief moment, the sand dragon partially regained its senses. It realized it had burrowed out into the surface during the heat of the day and there were other, dangerous animals around it. Krag cursed and barked out orders to the other hunters as he started moving sideways, hoping to get to the creature’s right side before it got out of control. The dargon thrashed about, and it smashed its long, scaly tail against one of the hunters who had gotten too close to it. The man flew backwards for ten yards before landing in a heap along the base of a nearby dune, his ribcage shattered. The other hunters kept their distance, using their spears to keep the beast within the perimeter.

Miri held out her hand and gritted her teeth. She immediately recalibrated her mindsense, throwing mental blocks into the creature’s mind, dulling its defensive instincts. The dargon slowed and stopped thrashing, while its tendrils extended past its neck in an effort to discern what was going on. Krag was now in position as he stood just a few yards away from the creature’s right ribcage. The chief hunter ran forward and drove his spear into the area just behind the dargon’s foreleg, but the beast was still wary, and it was able to twist itself to face the incoming threat at the last second. Krag’s spear narrowly missed the monster’s heart as it dug in between the scaly rib plates before embedding itself along its side. The dargon roared in pain as it kicked back with its foreleg, snapping Krag’s spear shaft in two. The chief hunter rolled sideways, but the loose sand upended his footing and he fell onto the ground. The dargon sensed his helplessness as it turned and charged at him.

Jinn cried out in alarm as he ran past Miri and thrust his spear at the dargon’s left middle leg. The youth did not angle his weapon properly, and the flint spearhead shattered while barely piercing the monster’s scaly hide. The dargon reacted as it whipped its tail in Jinn’s direction, but Miri was able to pull the youth back to where she was. Nevertheless, the tip of the monster’s tail caught Jinn’s knee and sent him sprawling sideways into the dirt. With the dargon’s charge momentarily halted when it attacked the youth with its tail, Krag was able to get up and retreat, narrowly avoiding the beast’s snapping fangs by a mere foot. One of the other hunters threw his spear at the creature and the weapon embedded itself into the dargon’s thick back. The beast’s scaly hide was so thick, it barely noticed the spear in its body.

Nyx grimaced as she concentrated with all her might, throwing waves of mating thoughts at the dargon. The monster suddenly became confused, as if its survival instincts could not decide as to whether to search for the female on the surface, or to attack those men that wounded it. Miri sensed the beast’s disorientated thoughts as she projected her Vis past the dargon’s set of instincts and overwhelmed it. The creature stopped as its sensory tendrils rose up in the air, initiating its courtship ritual for an imaginary female of its own kind.

With the creature now vulnerable, Miri knew it was now or never. She immediately dashed around until she faced the creature’s right side. Concentrating just a few inches from where Krag’s spear tip was embedded. Miri charged forward and used all her strength to thrust the weapon deep behind the dargon’s foreleg. The metal spearhead and the flexible wooden shaft drove itself deep past the dargon’s ribs, piercing its pulsating heart. The creature made a loud snort as it suddenly became lethargic, its lifeblood seeping away into other parts of its body.

Miri began to pull her spear out. Krag ran over to her and helped as they both took out the black shafted weapon from the creature’s side. As the spearhead exited the wound, there was a slight sucking noise while the blood began to pour out of the stricken dargon’s rib. Krag was able to retrieve the tip of his own weapon as the beast lay down onto the sand. Great gusts of air exited the monster’s snout as its breathing slowed and eventually stopped. The remaining hunters let out a yell of victory as the dargon’s sensory tendrils wriggled for a few seconds, then became limp.

Nyx ran down to where her brother was. Jinn was sitting on the sand, grimacing in pain as he clutched his knee. “Are you alright?” she asked.

“The pain is intense,” Jinn said softly. “But it shall pass.”

Krag and two other men ran over to where the fallen hunter lay to examine him. Miri could sense the dargon’s fading thoughts as it slipped into unconsciousness and then death. She turned around and started walking to where Krag was. “How badly is Voot hurt?”

Krag and the other hunter helped up the injured Voot by dragging him by his cloak on the ground. “His ribs are broken, but he will live.”

Miri nodded before looking over at Nyx and her brother. “This could have been an even greater calamity if it were not for the luck of the gods. What happened?”

Nyx looked down in shame. “I am sorry, protector. When the beast came out of the sand I-I suddenly lost my concentration.”

“This beast was quite powerful,” Miri said wistfully. “It was my fault. I should not have entrusted the mating thoughts to you alone, I should have helped before refocusing my Vis for the taming trance.”

Jinn stood up and tested his right knee gingerly. It seemed more like a bad sprain than a torn ligament. He could walk, but he would be limping for a few days. “Thank the gods you were able to defeat that creature, Protector Miri. I thought I would be dead for sure.”

Miri frowned. “You should not have run forward at it like that. You disobeyed me and you might have been killed.”

“When I saw Krag on the ground, I thought the beast would have had him for sure,” Jinn said. “I merely reacted with my instincts.”

“Only animals react with their instincts. We humans have the power of thought. There is a reason why I told you to stay by my side at all times during the hunt. Like your sister, you lost your concentration. It was by the sheer luck of the gods that another catastrophe did not occur,” Miri said.

Jinn said nothing as he bowed his head in shame. His lips trembled and he was about to shed tears, but Miri walked up to him and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

Miri smiled at them. “Despite your failure to follow my lead, you nonetheless proved your courage and you might have even saved our chief hunter. That is to be commended,” she said to him before looking at Nyx. “As for you, I sensed that you were able to redouble your efforts after the initial setback. In the end, you proved to be the catalyst that brought this monster down. For that, I am proud of you both.”

Nyx and Jinn looked at each other and grinned. The hunt was a success.


Chapter 3


While the wounded man was carried back to the camp, the other hunters went to work. They used flint knives and axes to skin the creature, its scaly hide would be used in the making of their thick leathery cloaks, cuirass armor, and lining for their tents. In addition to being a hunter, Burd was a master bone worker. He supervised the careful removal of the dargon’s ribcage. The rib bones would be reshaped in the coming weeks, and used to make spear shafts as well as lining for the inner part of their war shields. The curviest bones would be used to make bows. The smaller, thinner cartilages would be reshaped into arrow shafts. Powdered bone meal would be used as both fertilizer for the fungi farms and as medicine for the tribal healer. The thick leg bones would be used to make the handles for their flint axes, while the dargon’s teeth and claws would be made into daggers and spearheads.

Every hunter had a secondary skill. Krag was the tribe’s best sinew maker and he masterfully sliced the dargon’s tendons from the joints before placing them into a skin sack of fermented algae wine, where they would be infused with the special liquid to make them more malleable. After a few moons, the flexible sinews would be stretched taught to make many useful items. The final end products would be used as rope, bowstrings, and slings. The dargon’s stomach and intestines would be sewn and dried to make waterskins and sacks. The creature’s heart and liver was a delicacy, and it was quickly cut up into pieces and stored in leather bladders. The two dargon eyes were given to Nyx and Miri respectively, it was their prize for baiting and killing the great beast. The animal’s tiny brain would be taken back to the healer for study.

The hunters tried to save as much of the dargon’s blood as they could. The body was not cut open until all available blood had been carefully drained and poured into bladders. The lungs were carefully unraveled and allowed to dry out in the sun, this part of the animal would be used to make fine cloth. The belly was diligently sliced open and every bit of fat was squeezed into leather skins- all this would be rendered down into oil back in the settlement. The remaining flesh was cut up for transport back to the village. It had been at least three moons since there was a feast, so everyone was in a great mood. By the time the sun had begun to set, all that remained of the dargon’s existence were some crimson patches in the dirt. A few desert beetles came out of hibernation to feast on the little bits that were left behind, but two of the more enterprising hunters scooped up the bugs and placed them into their sacks for later consumption.

By nightfall, everyone was back in the camp. Dried manure was laid out and used as fuel for the smoldering fires. There were plenty of songs being sung and the remaining ration of algae wine was used up. Everyone was set to make the return journey back to the tribe’s village at the crack of dawn. Even though Voot was in terrible pain, he nonetheless joined in the singing and took his full share of the residual wine before falling asleep.

Krag sat cross-legged by one of the bigger fires while he chewed on a hunk of meat. He needed to ask the bone maker for a new spear shaft. Krag felt himself lucky to have survived without a scratch and even recovered his metal spearhead. If he had lost that most prized possession he would have been in a worse mood. As it stood, he considered the hunt to be a great success. The village now had enough food to last until the next cycle, at least.

Jinn limped over and sat down beside him. Krag sensed that the youth wanted to say something, but he didn’t seem to have the courage to do so. Jinn made a sideways glance at him before staring back into the glowing embers of the bonfire in front of him. The smoke gave off a ripe, pungent smell.

Krag swallowed the remaining piece of meat and looked at the younger man. “What is it?”

“I just wanted to say how sorry I am for disobeying the protector,” Jinn said softly. “She told me to stay by her side, but like a fool I ran forward. I was lucky to only sprain the muscles of my knee.”

“And if you had not run off like a fool,” Krag said. “I might not be around to chastise you. It was a heroic thing you did, but you must take care to always follow the lead of the ones who have experience in this.”

Jinn nodded. “You are right, Krag. I cannot believe how stupid I was today.”

Krag let out a big, throaty laugh as he got up, patted the youth on the shoulder and grabbed a half empty wineskin that was lying nearby. “You are learning, boy! The fact that you came here to talk to me about it is a portent of your maturation. I believe you will become a great hunter someday. You will get better as you partake in more hunts- though I fear we may have slain the last of these beasts. This could very well be the final great hunt of our tribe.”

Jinn had a quizzical look on his face as the older man sat beside him and began to drink the remaining wine. “What do you mean, chief hunter?”

The wine was having its desired effect. Krag shrugged as he stared into the glowing fire. “Think about it. The last time we hunted and fought a beast this size was over thirty cycles ago. Now, most of our hunts produce only smaller animals. The last expedition we did a few moons ago yielded nothing more than a pair of dwarf-sized octapedes. It wasn’t even enough meat to feed the entire tribe for one meal. In my younger days, the smallest of them were around six feet, there was even a time when we brought back a queen, that beast measured twelve feet long, and it was a monster! The hunts we have had in the last three cycles have dwindled down to almost nothing. There was a time that even the wastes were teeming with all manner of beasts. Now, there is nothing but dust …and more dust. I fear that in the next few cycles, we will find nothing at all.”

Jinn let out a deep breath. “Then what do we do, Krag?”

“I do not know,” Krag said softly. “It will be up to the elders of the tribe to decide. Our hunts have been ranging farther and farther from our settlement, and they barely bring back anything. We are spending too much precious resources to organize these expeditions. If I were an elder, I would vote to uproot the entire tribe and make the journey to a better land, one that is teeming with beasts we could hunt.”

“Where would these lands be?”

Krag shook his head. “I do not know that either, boy. There was a time when a Magi patrol would visit us, at least once every cycle, to see whether there were any children that possessed the gift of Vis, so that any boy who had the potential would be taken away by them to be trained as a Magus at one of their citadels. That was over twenty cycles ago. Now, very few outsiders ever come by our settlement any more. Many times during my own youth, we would sometimes encounter hunters from other tribes in the wastes and there would be much feasting and trading. Soon enough, these friendly meets dwindled to nothing. Five cycles ago, one of our hunts chanced upon an old village by the Stone Mountains, near the upper edge of the Silt Sea. It had been abandoned for some time. Many of the houses had already been buried in dirt. We found no one and nothing of value, so we moved on.”

Jinn leaned forward so he could hear more, the pain in his right knee momentarily forgotten. “What do you think happened to them? The tribe that inhabited that settlement?”

“I do not know the answer to that either, Jinn,” Krag said. “I only fear that our way of life is finally at an end.”

Jinn bit his lip. “You should not be feeling so melancholy, especially at a time like this, chief hunter! We found a great sand dargon, perhaps there may be more in this area!”

Krag smiled. “I admire youth such as yourself for the unbridled optimism your generation always has. Perhaps you are right and I am wrong. Perhaps this encounter with a huge dargon is a good sign.” He titled his head upwards and squeezed the waterskin to swallow the remaining droplets of wine still in it. “I shall drink to that!”

Jinn grinned. At least he was able to bring a smile to his mentor’s face. “I wanted to ask you, Krag- I am going to need a new spear. If I do not get one, I may not ever be allowed to go on another hunt again.”

Krag laughed again. “Fear not, boy! We have enough dargon teeth to make you a fine bone spear. Only instead of a fragile flint tip, you shall have a very sharp, very hard spearhead this time. Elder Brar is a master teether, and he will be delighted he finally has some new dargon teeth with which to work with. He has never forgotten to remind me to always find him some petrified teeth, as he fears his skills in tooth working have diminished due to a lack of practice.”

Jinn was still unsure. “What about the other hunters? Would they not be given priority over me when it comes to having the best weapons?”

Krag gave him a playful punch in the arm. “Leave it with me, Jinn. I will make sure that one of the tooth heads will be yours. But you must promise me that you shall take care of it. A sharpened dargon tooth is far better than a flint head, but you must be responsible for it at all times. Make sure that you clean the tooth after every use and keep it away from the algae. Any liquid, such as blood, needs to be removed once you are done using it. If you do not do these things, your tooth spear will become as brittle as the flint ones.”

Jinn nodded enthusiastically. “You have my solemn word that I will care for my future weapon as if my life depended on it.”

“Good,” Krag said. “A hunter’s weapon is his most prized possession. Take care of it and it will not let you down. Once the others in the village see it, they will have even greater respect for you. Especially that betrothed girl you have, she will sing your songs every night!”

Jinn blushed. Like all young men his age, he was already destined to marry one of the females in the tribe, as per the custom. It had been arranged while they were still small children, due to the fact that the tribe needed constant new blood to replace those that had died. His wedding day with Kere the freckled girl was to take place in the next moon. As a youth of the tribe, he had a sacred duty to plant his seed in her, so that his people would survive. His sister on the other hand, was destined never to raise a family. Ever since Nyx had manifested her Vis, she was automatically excluded from any marriage arrangements. It was
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