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      This novel has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by the students of human potential and transformation, including but not limited to Viktor Frankl, Mary Morrissey, Henry David Thoreau, the Greek Philosphers and Napoleon Hill, and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience, we are humans with shared emotions, experiences, and responses, or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm of daring adventures.
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. When I was in my twenties, after writing stories for almost a decade, I had the idea of a storyteller and her apprentice roaming a futuristic world where sci-fi and fantasy meet. It was very different from the contemporary fantasy and fairytale focuses of my previous writing, and made me realize that ideas have come to me from many places. That has led me to write in several different subgenres of fantasy, but the one thing that tethers all my stories together is my passion for our human ability to transform hardship into success.

      For this reason, many of my books deal with the difficulties life tends to throw at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. Nevertheless, as with all my writing, this book does explore difficult topics that specifically relate to injustice, fear of pursuit, human suffering, poverty, living with pollution, and humans’ disregard for nature. This particular book also turned into a personal exploration. As a Christian, I was raised on the Biblical story of Jesus as a twelve-year-old boy sitting with the Pharisees and teaching them about God. The idea of meeting a child like that and what such conversations might look like, especially with an atheist counterpart, ended up being one of the driving threads in this story of Viola’s transformational journey. I never intended it to be that way, but it seems that’s what Viola needed and the boy had to offer.

      Back to resilience: I have always learned through reading and found that we build resilience through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil be in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans. In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      All seriousness aside, I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve even written a collection of my own invented ones and you can get two of those for FREE! Yes, you read that right. Now, you want to get these two for another reason, not just because they’re free. You see, they are connected to this story about the storyteller and her apprentice. They are, in fact, the stories the apprentice learns during the course of this novel, and he performs them, a link which I’ve embraced with open arms, starting and ending each of the tales with a reference to the apprentice’s performance from this novel.

      The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      

      
        
        xoxoxo

        Astrid

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note:

      

      
        
          I. A Boy’s Dream

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Interlude

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Viola’s Dream

        

        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Treasure Hunt

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Notes

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Astrid V.J.

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To my Oma Lorle

      You are sorely missed

    

  


  
    
      It is we ourselves who must answer the questions that life asks of us, and to these questions, we can respond only by being responsible for our existence.

      
        
        VIKTOR FRANKL
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      The storyteller’s words transport the boy into a magical realm beyond anything he’s ever imagined. Time pauses. He lives a unique experience fabricated just for him. He basks in the glory of blazing golden trees, something that stretches his imagination to the brink. Each word is a drop of paint bringing colour to a grey existence. Every change in timbre is an elixir; it fills this boy with life, and he craves more, a starving urchin hankering after a breadcrumb. More! He wants so much more.

      He becomes the little girl in the tale, homeless just like he is, and her bravery courses through his soul. It is he who stands up to the looters, refusing to give an inch, and it is he who, moments later, meets the majestic creature of legend. Great scales shimmer, their iridescence cascading over the giant form, and he hears the gong sound, a voice which reverberates through his being.

      The boy listens, enraptured. Her words flow. They become a current and tug him ever deeper into unchartered territory. The small inflections in her voice weave a tapestry of enchanted places, daring adventure, and characters more real than anyone he knows. Mouth half open, the boy leans forward as if getting closer will let him take in everything. Immersed as he is, a part of him still wants to know how she does this. How can simple words be so magical?

      The words end. The spell is broken. Tangible silence spans the interminable moment like a water droplet launching itself from the ceiling of a cave until it lands with an echoing splash: an eternity encapsulated in a heartbeat. Spectators rouse themselves. The collective breath is followed by cacophony. A cheer goes up for the storyteller, and then patrons turn their attention to what they were doing before the spell drew them in. Deep voices call for ale. Conversations blossom. Laughter sparkles. So much noise jars the silence into a fragmented memory.

      The sound of wood scraping on stone brings the boy fully out of his trance. He blinks, pulling himself back to the brightness he’d forgotten while listening to the magical voice of the woman who now rises. Her short cape whirls, adding flair to her movement. His eye is drawn to the flamboyant hat, complete with a bobbing feather. This storyteller is a true master of her craft. She dresses the part, and every action is precise. It is a holistic display of everything the boy knows a weaver of tales should be. She steps into a darkened alcove and commands a serving girl with an authoritative flick of her hand.

      Watching from across the room, the boy observes the fabler while she picks at the stew she’s been served. On occasion, distaste flits across her features when she separates bits of gristle from her meal. The sight of food, together with the fragrant steam wafting from the kitchen, is too much for the boy. His stomach rumbles. It’s a loud and prolonged echo. He cringes, hoping others won’t be alerted to his presence.

      He glances about. The furtive gesture is accompanied by a sigh of relief. No one has a care for the boy hunched in the shadows by the tavern door. He’s close enough to the door to escape, should his presence become a problem, but is also near enough to the raised platform where the storyteller performed, and he knows he missed nothing from his vantage point.

      The boy returns his attention to the storyteller. Anxiety and excitement meld in his stomach. He watches her push the bowl away and dab at her lips with a handkerchief. He stirs. Determination pools within him. This is his moment. He must make his move or forever regret not doing so. When he takes a faltering step forward, the boy’s hand trembles and he strains against the sudden weight of his feet. Move! He commands. I have to get there. I must.

      As he approaches, one hesitant motion after another, the storyteller’s gaze locks onto him. Sharp violet eyes pierce him. His courage scurries into some deep recess of his inner self, and he freezes. Eyes pulled wide, heart beating faster than the boisterous rhythm of the tavern’s patrons, the boy’s stomach clenches and pearlescent beads shimmer into existence along his hairline. Fire and ice combine into searing droplets of unease.

      With inordinate effort, the boy inhales. Air rasps in his throat. He clenches his jaw, feels the sensation of muscles and tendons working. It fuels his determination. More force allows him to drag forth his courage from its hiding place in the shadows. I will do this.

      He crosses the remaining distance in three bold strides and doesn’t drop his gaze from the bewitching violet eyes. The boy slides onto the bench opposite the storyteller. She’s older than he thought. Her visage is defined by many lines. Her skin is dark, burned by the suns of the empire’s many planets, although he imagines her original tone is close to walnut. Long fingers grace her thin hands. Soft veins and hard tendons form ridges across them. Her violet gaze captures his attention again. It is so unusual and captivating.

      Silence grows between them. The boy is aware of her scrutiny. He feels grimy and wipes a hand on the once-grey homespun of his tunic. Now it’s streaked with brown. He knows he’s thin and wonders if that will be an advantage or not. Her gaze lingers on his hair, and he instinctively brushes a hand over it, surprised to find it matted. A tickling drip gathers in the boy’s nose and travels right to the tip. He sniffs it away.

      “Yes?” the storyteller’s voice is sharp. “Surely you did not cross the room to sit there.”

      The boy drops his gaze. He picks at dry grass seeds that cling to his trousers.

      “Boy,” she continues, “spit it out. I shan’t bite.” Her voice softens as she speaks, and he looks up again, noting a glint of humour. “Speak,” she encourages again, her lips quirking at the corners.

      His mouth is dry. He swallows and dampens his lips with the tip of his tongue. With his insides quivering, he gathers his courage by the scruff of the neck and forces it out, blurting, “Teach me! I want to learn. I’ve always wanted to learn.” She stiffens, so he adds, “Mrs Storyteller, I need to be able to tell stories the way you do. I have to know how you do it. Take me as your apprentice. Please.”

      His lips close, sealing the path of his impassioned speech, cutting off the opportunity for any more to spill out, because the woman shakes her head. The feather on her hat dances at the movement. “I do not take apprentices,” the storyteller states.

      She rises. She’s taller than he thought, thin and wiry. His heart plummets at her words. Before his disappointment comes crashing in around him, he pulls together what he can and asks, “What is your name?”

      The storyteller steps into the light. “I am Viola Alerion.” She bows, flicking her russet cloak with a flourish. Then she turns and walks off.

      He sits, stunned. A cocktail of thoughts and emotions whirls through him, that name echoing in his mind as he watches the empire’s greatest storyteller slip out of sight. “No wonder I was so moved,” he murmurs. He becomes more acutely aware of his dirtiness; he stands and slinks out of the crowded room. No wonder she doesn’t want anything to do with me. What was I even thinking?

      He steps out into darkness and braces himself against the buffeting wind. With his head bowed, the boy fights against the air to get to another building a short distance away. Sand abrades his exposed hands and cheeks. He seeks shelter in the first doorway that presents itself. The building’s deeper darkness comforts him while he shakes particles from his clothes and hair.

      When his eyes grow accustomed to the dimness, he sees a row of sleek transports. Foreign things he has little knowledge of. Unfamiliar, hard lines mark these engines. He runs a hand over the smooth surface, feels cold seep into his fingers. A peculiar word pops into his mind. Hover car. He scratches his head. Why would I think that? He doesn’t even know what it means. How could he know this thing with the hard casing is a hover car?

      He shakes his head. Strange things have been happening since he began this journey. He knows something important is afoot, but he doesn’t know what. The boy thinks on his decision to leave his past behind, to escape that place where he didn’t belong and where all eyes bored their disappointment into him. Since leaving the community where he was allowed to live but was never welcomed, he’s been sensing the names of things when he encounters them for the very first time.

      He glances once more at the row of machines, then walks further into the dimness. He makes out a darker shadow to his left, the outline of a doorway. It leads from the carport to a world more familiar to him. As he steps through the rectangle, the boy’s nose is assaulted by the odours of manure and hay. His eyes pick out stalls in the half-light. He’s met with the swish of a tail, followed by the stamp of a hoof. Shavings are displaced under the weight of a horse, and then a loud snort emanates from one stall.

      The boy relaxes. He’s accustomed to animals, knows what they’re all about. As he passes, a silky muzzle nudges his shoulder over a stall door. He pauses to run a hand over the creature’s face, his fingers tingling on the short hairs. Warmth suffuses his fingertips. Rubbing a little harder, he delights in the animal’s nudged response. Life. Warmth. These are the important things.

      He continues on his way until he comes to an empty stall. He checks around him, making sure he’s alone with the beasts of burden before slipping inside and settling down on a pile of clean shavings. The boy pulls to him a leather bag from behind the trough that’s in a corner of the stable and rummages inside. His fingers clasp around a smooth round object, and he pulls out a small apple, breathing in its scent. He takes a bite. The explosion of flavourful pulp and mouth-watering juice makes his stomach growl again. It only takes a few more bites to leave nothing more than a stalk, which he tosses over his shoulder. His stomach gurgles, not satisfied with the small offering.

      His thoughts buzz around the evening and everything that happened. I met Viola Alerion! A smile dances across his lips at the memory of her tale and how he felt when he was there, experiencing the adventure himself. She’s everything and more than he imagined. All those times he crept up to the clanspeople as they sat around the fire and shared stories in the flickering light, their voices carrying on the night air; none of it compares to this master fabler. Her ability is in a league of its own, and the boy knows it, appreciates the depth of her art and longs to be able to weave words in the same way.

      The dilemma crashes into his consciousness. Can I really give up now? He ponders how he can convince the storyteller that he must be her apprentice. How does he make her see this is important? He trembles at the thought of bothering her again. What will he do if she becomes angry? Should I even approach her tomorrow?

      A new thought filters through. Have faith. The boy shifts, sitting cross-legged and closing his eyes. His heartbeat slows while he focuses on the thought. Faith. I must have faith in this meeting.

      “Thank you, Mother-Father for this opportunity,” he murmurs. “I know you must have contrived this introduction for me, to fulfil my wish to become a storyteller in my own right. Thank you for the many words you’ve given me and for deeming me worthy of becoming apprenticed to such a great master.” Opening his eyes, he rolls up into a ball, and whispers to himself, “No more doubts. Tomorrow, I try again.”
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      Viola sits up in the bed and swings her legs over the edge. She rubs the dryness from her eyes and stretches. “This is hopeless,” she murmurs. No more sleep for me. She stretches again and her spine offers a soft pop.

      Knowing she has limited time to get away from this place, she rises and goes about her morning routine. Tepid water soothes her skin as she allows her mind to play over the boy’s memory, the way he came to her the evening before. His impassioned request haunted her all night, along with the memory of his gaunt, drawn face and the blazing longing in his eyes.

      No matter now; what is done is done. Viola needs to leave as soon as possible. She knows they’re but a day behind her. It wouldn’t do to drag someone like him into all of this. It is better this way. At least, it will be better for him.

      Still, the brightness of those chestnut eyes resurfaces in her memory. I used to burn with that passion for tales. Once, a long, long time ago. She grimaces and turns her attention to the task at hand. With forceful motions, Viola pushes her legs into simple trousers, and a drab brown shirt follows, smooth fabric slipping against her skin. While she buttons the shirt, she notices the papery dryness of her hands. Nothing to be done about that. Not now, at any rate.

      Sighing, she folds her colourful storyteller garb into small squares and slips it into a large backpack. With a deft wave of one hand, the flamboyant hat shrinks to a third of its size and she places it in a box that also makes its way into the backpack. She glances around. Got everything.

      Palest light filters through cracks along the shutters, and she mutters to herself, “No time to waste.”

      A short while later, Viola steps out into pre-dawn’s cool greyness. She glances about her, eyes alert and questing. The roadside inn is a cluster of buildings beside the road, still with first light’s sleepiness. There are three buildings. The two-story inn where she performed and slept, a separate block off to the side for the outhouse, and opposite her, a building that houses modes of transportation.

      She’s relieved there’s no one out. The relief sparks a glimmer of hope that her performance last evening will serve as a decoy and confuse her pursuers as to her whereabouts.

      A furtive motion draws her attention to the building across from the inn where she stands. A figure shifts in the shadows by the carport doorway. Squinting to see better, she observes that it’s a small individual. She meets the boy’s distinct hollow-eyed gaze, and her heart clenches. Viola wants to take him with her, but instead, she shakes her head in a decisive motion that brooks no contradiction. She struggles against the voice within her; it clamours for her to hear the boy out and give him a chance.

      Viola shakes her head once again. It is more to silence her conscience than to reiterate her decision from the night before. She hefts the rucksack onto her back and steps out into the dusty road. Her steps are brisk. A powerful purpose drives her onwards, and soon the inn’s few buildings slip into the horizon behind her while the growing light illuminates the ochre countryside. In the distance, running at an angle and crossing her path, Viola makes out the hazy shimmer of mountains. They’re very far distant. Between her and those far-flung crags stretch miles and miles of yellow-brown rock and sand speckled with greyish shrubs.

      After some time walking only to the rhythm of her sturdy boots on the grainy path, Viola becomes aware of someone behind her. She glances over her shoulder and manages to make out a faint figure. It follows her and her heartbeat picks up its pace. She confirms there’s only one, but still, she looks back at short intervals. Have they already caught up with me? Was yesterday’s performance all in vain?

      She lengthens her stride; checks behind her again while fear gnaws at her. As the figure maintains the distance between them and remains solitary and alone, she relaxes her strides. “Confounded boy!”

      A few crunching steps later, Viola relents and slows her pace. A rough chuckle escapes her. Well, at least he is determined. An approving smile twitches into existence.

      The boy closes the distance between them, and Viola takes the opportunity to scrutinise him. He’s scrawny, with tangled hair reaching below his earlobes. He appears to be around thirteen years old. As the boy draws closer, she considers his clothing. Dark leather sandals with something lopsided about them; they’re solid, but an odd shape. Handmade, she thinks. The grey sheep’s wool of his clothes is roughly woven, and the cut of his trousers and shirt is simple. Vestment of a time gone by. A leather satchel bounces at his hip. It hangs from a strap the boy wears across his chest.

      He draws up beside her, and they fall into step together. He beams up at her and says, his voice bright and youthful, “Thank you, Master. You’re kind to wait.”

      Viola snorts, unable to hold back her irritability, and snaps, “I am not your master. I do not take apprentices. I never have, and I never shall. You should go back to whatever hole spawned you.”

      Unperturbed, the boy replies, “I can’t go back.”

      Viola senses weight in the words. She doesn’t want to know about his burdens. We all face hardships. However, in spite of herself, there’s something about the determination in his gaze that makes her ask, “And why is that?”

      He shrugs. The motion is both heavy and dismissive. “I don’t belong there.”

      “Well.” She pauses, unsure of what to say. Then, trying to infuse her words with kindness while remaining firm, she adds, “You certainly do not belong with me, either.”

      In answer, his face creases into a knowing smile. “But I do. I left that place to see the world and find a storyteller to teach me. The first storyteller I met is you, Viola Alerion, the greatest master storyteller in the empire.” Viola’s heart constricts at the fervour in his voice. “I don’t believe this is a coincidence,” he continues. “The great Mother-Father answered my prayers and sent me to you. I’ll do their bidding as I’ve always done.”

      She rolls her eyes. Not only a harebrained youth but a fanatic as well. What have I got myself into? Aloud, she reiterates, “I have nothing against us travelling together. The roads are open to all, so that is up to you. Nevertheless, as I said before, I shall not take on an apprentice. Believe me; you will be glad of it in the long run. You do not want to associate with me.”

      Viola meets his wide-eyed gaze. She strains to put weight into her words, forcing him to accept her decision, but instead, he shrugs and quips, “You’ll see. This is meant to be. Our meeting is blessed by the Holy Parent, which is more powerful than either of us.”

      “I don’t want to hear any more ridiculous nonsense about gods and pre-destiny. I don’t believe in that hogwash.” While she breathes through her exasperation, Viola watches the boy bite down on his lower lip, trying, unsuccessfully, to hide a smile.

      The two continue to trudge in silence, their gazes drawn to the vast landscape and the endlessness of the road they walk. Viola gauges the time from the suns’ positions in the sky. That should be far enough, she thinks. Without warning, she veers right and steps off the track. The boy acknowledges the strangeness of her behaviour with the slightest lift of one eyebrow, nothing more. He says not a word on the subject, and although Viola notices curiosity burn behind his eyes, he has the forbearance not to ask.

      The going is tougher through the scrublands’ sandy ground. Viola pushes on as the red sun climbs high into the pale blue canopy above and washes out the colour to a watery hint of azure. The paler, yellow sun, the second, follows its companion’s trajectory. It’s hot, and there’s nowhere to take refuge. The bushes are knee-high; their tiny grey-green leaves dot thin branches. The scrub is a study in grey and brown and yellow, a painting in which the artist has splattered brushwork in impressionistic dabs of subdued hues.

      Heat sears off the ground. It blasts Viola and her companion with waves of shimmering incandescence. She knows they need to find shelter soon, but still, she pushes on. Every so often, Viola glances behind them. The landscape there is equally flat and dotted with low vegetation. Nothing moves. It feels like nothing even breathes. Viola’s shoulders relax with the knowledge they’re alone.

      Turning her attention forward once more, Viola picks out a tree in the distance. It’s spindly and offers little shade, but she knows it’s the only refuge they’ll find in this godforsaken place. They reach their perfunctory haven as the white-hot disk peaks at its zenith.

      Viola wipes her glistening face and damp dustiness soaks into her cotton handkerchief. She takes a look at the boy. His breathing is fast, and he looks a little ill. His face is gaunt, cheeks hollow. A realisation strikes her.

      “You have not eaten today, have you?”

      The tiniest shake of his head confirms her suspicion. Viola rummages in her pack and pulls out a loaf and some cheese. Removing a knife from her belt, she combines a chunk of each and hands them to the boy.

      He hesitates, but she encourages him with a gesture, pushing the rough sandwich towards him. Forgetting her own hunger, Viola watches him devour the offering. Her heart goes out to him, small and frail child that he is. What story might lie here?

      She cuts off her empathetic musings. That is a highway to trouble. Don’t get involved; don’t get attached. She thinks on the nature of her situation and knows she must stay level-headed, for the sake of this boy, if not for herself. She knows it’s better for him in the long run because she’s a wanted woman. Her conscience couldn’t bear it if she dragged him into her mess.

      Licking the last creamy remnants from his fingers, the boy looks up. He casts his huge brown eyes on Viola and the cold shell she’s spent years honing softens from the inside out. The change is a threat and her mouth presses into a sour line. “You should not have followed me.” She takes a bite of food and glares at the boy.

      He grins at her. There’s mischief in his eyes. “But Master, it was the best thing I could have done! I got real food for the first time in days!”

      Viola can’t help herself. Laughter bubbles up from a hidden recess she’s almost forgotten existed. The next thing she knows, she’s choking on a breadcrumb. The boy is beside her, rubbing her back. He pulls her water flask from a side-pocket in her pack. She drinks.

      Once she breathes easily again, the atmosphere between them turns serious. Viola breaks the weight of it and asks, “So, how did you come to be here?”

      His eyes light up, stars glimmering in dark wells. “Does that mean you’ll take me on as your apprentice?” Hope resonates in his voice. He quivers with excitement.

      Viola shakes her head. There’s no malice. It’s a simple fact, but still, she feels guilt when disappointment clouds his face. An urgent need to explain races through her and she stumbles over her words to make things at least a little right. “I just don’t. I mean.” She huffs her frustration, then starts again, irritable forcefulness driving the words out. “I am not good at it. I am no teacher, and I don’t want company. I travel alone. That is all there is to it.”

      The boy nods, but Viola detects a hint of wilfulness in the set of his jaw. Before she can confirm her decision, reiterate that it’s impossible, his expression changes. She falters, unable to insist that her mind is made up.

      A mischievous glint replaces his stubbornness as he says, “My story will have to wait then, Master.”

      Viola shrugs. “In that case, I shall take a nap. It is better to stay out of the direct sun at this time of day.” She shuts her eyes, cutting off the monotonous vision of Mshrali’s dust bowl, this semi-arid expanse ringed by hazy cliffs where people think twice before setting foot. Her nap takes her away from the dry heat to a place where fountains tinkle in the glow of a single sun.

      Later, Viola’s eyelids flutter. In those moments between sleeping and waking, she hears an unfamiliar scuffling sound. Her eyes fly open as she comes to her feet in one swift motion, followed by the need to double up when pain shoots through her leg. The boy comes towards her, carrying an armful of sticks.

      Her fright turns into irritation. “What are you doing?”

      The boy drops his load at her feet and looks up. Intelligence burns in his brown eyes. “A drone passed by a while ago. I thought it would be useful to have head-coverings that help us blend into the environment when seen from above.”

      Viola frowns. Her already shaken nerves are jarred by the way he says the word drone, hesitant yet emphasising the word, as though it’s new and unfamiliar to him. “How do you even know what a drone is? They are uncommon in this backwater.”

      He shrugs. In the way the boy holds himself, Viola detects a level of discomfort she can’t place. His eyes are on his dusty toes now, but then, again, they flick up to hers, and his gaze becomes piercing. “It’s by knowing things that I survive.”

      Viola gapes. Is there anything she can say to that? What does it mean? What does it say about this boy? She realises there’s far more to this youth than she could ever have imagined. Her prejudices have blinded her to how different he is. Who seeks out a wandering storyteller in this day and age, anyway?

      She shakes her head to clear the sandstorm of her thoughts. I need to let this settle, she thinks and promises herself that for the time they journey together, she’ll observe this boy more closely. She takes stock of their surroundings. The second sun’s disk has
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