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Flower in the Desert

By JC Alva
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Zamir, sitting in his six-wheeled armored desert dweller, parked on a high rocky ridge 

overlooking the vast red sand desert plains, was looking through his binoculars searching for any 

movement. Sarik, his gunner, was busy dusting desert sand off their overhead twin guns. Sarik 

had his shirt uniform off and hanging on his waistline, using its sleeves tied around his waist.

“You shouldn’t remove your uniform when we are on patrol Sarik!” says Zamir while scanning 

the horizon.

“Who cares! It’s so hot today, we can cook an egg on the dweller’s fender.” Answers Sarik while 

checking his electronic rangefinder and bullet drop compensator.

“Besides, I’m not built like you...”

“They do!” Answers Zamir, pointing a finger up in the sky.

“You really think they would spend satellite time watching us do patrol in this sector...?”

Zamir grabs a canteen and starts drinking, splashing a few drops across his dusty face. He lifts 

the canteen up to Sarik, who grabs the canteen and also starts drinking.

“I really love the way these canteens keep the water cold; too bad the army can’t maintain our 

air-conditioning in this piece of junk just as well...”

Zamir takes off his binoculars and looks at Sarik “That’s your job! I take care of our supplies for 

patrol while you maintain the dweller, remember? Besides, the camp has all the supplies you 

need to keep the dweller in condition...” 

Sarik rolls his eyes and closes the upper hatch of the vehicle and takes the right front seat beside 

Zamir. He flicks some buttons, starts up the vehicle’s engines, and turns on the air-conditioning 

system.

He inhales, lets out breaths of relief, and says “That feels good!”

Zamir shakes his head and gets back on his binoculars. 

“...and you volunteered for this shit...” 

Suddenly, a radio message came in from another patrol. 

“Addax two nine, Addax two nine, this is ridge post two six, please come in...”

Zamir grabs his headpiece com set and answers

“Ridge post two six, this is Addax two nine...”

“Addax two nine, we see a merchant convoy heading towards your sector. Command wants you 

to do escort until they reach sector fifty-two...copy?

Zamir turns his binoculars towards the north and sees desert dust trails flying a line. He presses a 

button to magnify and he sees the large five-transport convoy headed west.

“Copy that ridge post two six, will proceed to convoy....” 

Zamir puts his binoculars aside and backs up the dweller away from the ridge to make a U-turn 

to start heading down the rocky trail toward the open sand.

They reach the red desert flats and rush towards the convoy. As the dweller makes a trail of dust 

flying into the windless desert air, the eyeshadowed dark brown eyes of a woman watches from a 

distance peeking through her black fully covered head. Her dark eyes reflect the trail of dust the 

dweller kicks up in the desert in the distance.

Zamir and Sarik see the convoy ahead and start a parallel path beside it. Zamir can see 

the drivers and their passengers beside the huge elongated transports from his left side window. 

They smile at Zamir and he waves back at them. 

“I don’t know why you bother...” says Sarik.

“Bother...What...” asks Zamir.

“We never meet them anyway, why bother wave at them?” Zamir looks at Sarik wondering 

about his question and answers “It’s our military policy to keep up good relations with the 

civilians.”

“I know it’s policy, but hell, who even asks them if we are ever polite...?”

Zamir swerves the vehicle to avoid a large rock on the sand and causes Sarik to hit his head on 

the side column of the vehicle.

“Does that answer your question!” Sarik shakes his head while holding up his right hand to the 

bump on his head.

“That hurt...”

“You are such a grouch!”

Suddenly, Sarik sees other trails of dust up in front of them. He grabs Zamir’s binoculars and 

focuses. “Desert Raiders ahead!”

“How many?”

“Three small, one half-track!”

Zamir speeds ahead of the column while Sarik stands up and goes to his gunner’s seat. 

“Ridge Post two six, we have raiders, three small, one half-track. Requesting air support for 

Convoy escort...over!”

“Addax two nine, copy. Targets, three small, one half-track. Will send dessert eagles in six 

minutes...”

Sarik pulls the cocking handles of the main guns and chambers the bullets. 

“This could be all over in six minutes!”

Bullets start bouncing off the dweller’s front grill and start cracking the bulletproof forward 

windshield. The thudding sound of bullets echoed in the dweller as Sarik starts firing back. The 

three smaller vehicles spread out to minimize the firing effect of the dweller. 

“Let’s take the left one our first, left target!”

Zamir veers left and Sarik aims for the front tires of the vehicle. He fires a rapid burst and strikes 

the enemy’s front wheel, shredding it to pieces, causing the vehicle to flip over and tumble, its 

passengers flung from the vehicle violently hitting the sand. 

“Good Hit! Good Hit! Let’s go for the Center one, center!” 

Zamir takes a sudden right which almost turns the dweller on its side. He regains control but 

starts taking hits on the left side of the vehicle. His side windows crack up as the sound of 

thudding bullets tries to make their way into the dweller. Zamir could see the bulging metal of 

the dweller’s inner walls starting to give way to the continuous fire. Zamir turns again so that the 

dweller’s front will be facing the attacking vehicle.

“Better take him out before our self-sealing tires get shredded to bits!”

Sarik presses his forehead on the viewfinder of his targeting system trying to line up a shot. He 

targets the driver of the attacking vehicle and lets out a short volley of fire. The large caliber 

bullets decapitate the driver and the vehicle comes to a slowing stop. Sarik concentrates his fire 

now on the vehicle’s gunner. Sarik fires, but after a few bursts, his guns jamb. He tries hitting his 

controls to free the jamb but to no avail. Zamir could see the vehicle’s gunner switching to a 

larger caliber gun mounted on the same vehicle. Zamir presses buttons on his console and fires 

three smoke grenades forward to blind the vehicle’s gunner. The gunner blindly fires the large 

caliber gun into the thick white smoke in front of him when suddenly, the Dweller, rushes out of 

the thick smoke, and with its huge wheels, climbs on the smaller vehicle crushing the gunner, 

instantly killing him. The front side of the dweller was on top of the crushed vehicle when 

Sarik sees the third enemy vehicle circling around their position. 

Zamir tries to reverse the dweller out, but its rear and middle wheels were too damaged to have 

traction on the desert sand. The Enemy vehicle took a position behind the dweller and started 

firing its large caliber guns. Large holes started punching through the dweller’s armor as light 

beamed in from outside through the holes highlighted by the smoke and dust inside the dweller. 

Sarik was still trying to fix his guns when a round hits him and breaks his thigh bone. He 

screams in agony as he slams his fist on his jammed weapons.

“Fire you bitch! Fire!”

His guns suddenly went online and immediately fired on the vehicle, hitting its gunner, but not 

before the gunner released rounds that penetrated the dweller and went right through Sarik’s 

chest. Sarik’s body fell from his gunner’s seat and hit the floor of the dweller. Smaller arms fire 

was still coming from the other vehicle’s driver when Zamir quietly said goodbye to his 

teammate. He reached behind his seat to unlatch his battle rifle and opened his door, using it as a 

shield from the incoming fire. He fires back and hears the half truck firing at the incoming 

fighter. The driver of the vehicle also watched as his comrades in the half-track get torn to 

pieces, as the dessert eagle angled in and fired its rapid guns, then firing a missile directly hitting 

it, exploding in a large bright red-orange ball of fire and thick black smoke that quickly rose up 

to the clear desert sky. The driver’s head exploded from behind as Zamir had already flanked the 

driver while he was busy watching the half-track be destroyed. The driver’s body fell to the 

ground just beside his vehicle as Zamir watches the convoy go by him. This time, all their metal 

windows were shut. This time there were no smiling faces or waving hands. He looks up to see 

the desert eagle making its way back to base, with the fading sound, he finds himself all alone in 

the desert beside burning wrecks and carnage.

He goes back to the dweller to radio for extraction, no surprise his radio was destroyed in the 

firefight. He takes time to bring Sarik’s body out of the dweller. Slowly, almost ritualistically, 

lays his body in the shade, opens up Sarik’s shirt just enough to get his dog tags, and covers the 

body with a blanket. He sits with his back resting on one of the dweller’s bullet-torn wheels and 

waits, knowing that someone will come for him. Come for him soon.

Hours pass silently in the desert as the shadows grow longer, then fade with the coming 

of darkness. The desert wind begins to chill as the clear desert sky slowly starts to show the 

beauty of the stars. It is as dark in the desert as the bright constellations showing its magnificence 

in the sky. He opens his backpack and brings out an energy bar, rips its cover, and starts 

chewing. Reaching into his backpack again and brings out a small portable camp light, switches 

it on, and dims it to save power on its batteries. He positions his backpack on the sand and uses it 

as his pillow, lies down, and looks at the sky.

“Wish you could see what I’m seeing. All this time together, we never stop to talk about the 

night sky. I guess we were always busy thinking about other things, trivial things.”

He takes a deep breath and says “Goodnight my friend.”

From a distance, the woman’s eyes reflect the shadow outline of the damaged vehicles 

and the faint light of the camp lamp, watching him, as the bright stars above start slowly moving 

across the sky in their own splendor.

He wakes up the next morning and looks at his watch. He brushes off a fine layer of sand 

that has accumulated overnight with the slight desert winds. Glancing over Sarik’s body, He 

opens his canteen and takes a drink. He slowly stands out of the shade and covers his eyes from 

the morning sun. Shaking his canteen and latching it on his ammo belt, walks towards the other 

vehicle and starts smelling the dead bodies being feasted on by flies. He covers his mouth and 

nose with his camo scarf and wraps it around his neck. Reaching over the open vehicle and 

pushing the dead gunner’s body, sees a small canteen. He quickly opens it up and smells cheap 

bootleg alcohol that burns his nostrils. His eyes squint and his head pulls away from the canteen. 

He sees a translucent plastic jug, carefully turns its cap, and puts his nose to its nozzle. He pours 

out the liquid onto his hands to check the clarity of the water. Satisfied, he takes a sip, then fills 

his canteen with the remaining water in the jug. Seeing nothing more he could use on the 

bandit’s vehicle; he walks back to his dweller. The wind starts to pick up blowing more desert 

sand on top of Sarik’s covered body. His watch tells him that he should have been picked up by 

now. He goes back into the dweller and gets a small foldable shovel.

After burying Sarik’s body in a shallow sandy grave, and traditionally sticking Sarik’s 

rifle and one of his dog tags as a grave marker, he fills his backpack with his remaining military-

issued dehydrated food packs, the portable lamp, a blanket, and a single shelter tent. He slings 

his rifle across his chest and peers through his binoculars across the vast red desert sands. 

Through the mirage of the hot surface of the sands, he sees a rocky outcrop of rocks and checks 

its navigational direction on his binoculars. 

“That’s where I have to go.”  He tells himself as he turns back one more time at Sarik’s grave 

before walking into the vastness of the red desert sands.

The fine desert sand made Zamir’s walking unsteady, constantly expending more energy 

than usual by trying to balance himself on the sand. His feet would sink in the fine sand and 

would give little support for his constant motion. Occasionally, he would take off his desert hat 

to wipe the sweat off his brow, which would streak down to his eyes and make them hurt from 

the salts of his sweat.

“Zamir Qadir, Corporal, 15th Cavalry Division, United Planets Defense Force....”

Zamir would constantly tell himself in his head and occasionally say it aloud to himself just to 

keep his mind from wandering off. He would try to remember his survival training as a younger 

man, on a different planet in the next solar system.  Growing up with his two brothers and one 

sister. He would remember the strict father they grew up with, who was also in the military, and 

how they would constantly have to move their home because of their fathers’ assignments. He 

remembers how once, as a boy, his grandfather had told him how many generations of their 

family were serving the military, from the age of kingdoms and even during the ancient desert 

wars on Earth, and that his grandfather’s generation was the first to be genetically enhanced to 

physically adapt to the desert environments. More and more desert planets were being mined for 

their resources and naturally, came the miners and their families. The colonist grew on every 

planet that was mined for resources, and there was always a chance that runaway groups would 

turn to banditry and pillaging, usually from disgruntled and oppressed miners, that were unhappy 

with the corporation’s pay and lack of benefits.

The Qadir family has been serving the United Planets Defense Force for generations. 

There were also families that were genetically modified for cold planets, mostly from northern 

and European ancestry, giving them thicker skins and faster metabolisms to heat up their bodies. 

Others, mostly Asian Malays, were modified to suit the liquid-filled swamps and jungles of 

primary planets, giving them liquid-resistant skin and thinner bodies to navigate through the 

thick undergrowth. 

Zamir stopped to check his bearings using his watch’s built-in magnetic compass and his 

binoculars. He takes off his hat and backpack and carefully laid them on the sloping sand. He 

carefully removes his desert scarf that had been around his neck, exposing the genetically 

engineered gills on his upper neck, just below his jawline. There are two slits of gills on both 

sides of Zamir’s neck that provides him with more air intake and the ability to catch the moisture 

in the air. The gill flaps would open as Zamir would take in deep breaths of air, significantly 

cooling his body temperature and saving water. Zamir flicked his scarf in the air to rid it of dust 

particles and slowly clean his gills, as they opened and closed with his breathing. His skin was 

thick, almost like a desert lizard skin running from the back of his neck down along his spine, 

genetically resistant to ultraviolet rays, which kept his body temperature down, and the skin on 

his outer arms was thicker, keeping them from burning under the sun. His hair was silvery white 

to reflect the light, though his training told him to minimize exposing his hair because it reflects 

light so much, that it can be seen miles away by the enemy. 

Zamir decides to rest and opens up his survival tent. He presses a button on the edge of 

the tent and it changes color to mimic the desert sand. He crawls into his tiny tent and lays on his 

stomach to keep watch with his binoculars on one open end of the tent. As he scans the desert 

horizon, his eyes start getting heavy and his breathing lighter. Pressing a combination of buttons 

on his wristwatch, he gets a readout of his overall energy level.

“That’s why I feel sleepy...” he tells himself. His head turns towards his backpack and rests his 

cheek, while the hot desert winds blow particles of sand outside his tent. He takes a sip from his 

canteen and goes to sleep.

The eyes of the woman staring at the tent from the distance. Her hand brings a green fruit 

to her red lips and takes a small bite, breaking the fruit’s skin and exposing its mandarin color 

inner flesh and juices, that trickles down her soft fine lips.  The voice of another woman comes 

from behind. 

“Is it time...?”

The woman’s eyes slowly blink, reflecting the tent fluttering in the desert.

The woman swallows, and her red lips say “Not yet. We must wait a little more.”

About an hour later, Zamir is awakened by the bellows, bleats, and grunts. He opens his 

tent entrance to see a herd of desert antelope walking across the desert, He grabs his binoculars 

and sees the camel-like creatures, but with short necks and heavy-boned heads. Its horns were 

red and curved backward like rams. Its mane is black with short red spikes sticking out of its 

thick mane running to its tail. The herd made loud sounds as two large males were charging each 

other, striking each other’s heads with their thick horns and making loud clashing bone sounds 

that echoed through the large red rock formation beyond them. 

Zamir’s binoculars focus in on the two ramming males as he notices the rest of the herd start 

moving in one direction. He then sees a desert lion lurking between the low-rise dunes not far 

from the battling males. Zamir could make out the desert lion’s head, with its two forward-

looking eyes that stereoscopically focus on its prey and another pair of eyes on the higher side of 

its head for a wider view of its surroundings.  Its snout was short but had large saber teeth 

angling down towards its jaw. Its whole dorsal region, from its head to its short tail had thick 

scaly skin that perfectly camouflaged itself on the desert sands, and its short muscular legs were 

powerful enough for short bursts of speed with non-retractable sharp claws to grip in the sand 

and its victim. More of the herd’s heads stand erect and their ears start swiveling. They start 

moving away from the two jousting males as the predator fast crawls nearer the two beasts. The 

desert lion makes a dash toward the two. One of the dueling beasts sees the charging lion and 

turns, running with the rest of the herd, while his unlucky opponent’s hind legs are grabbed by 

the lion’s long sharp claws. The tall beast tries to turn its horns on its captor, but loses balance 

and falls on the sand. The lion makes its final move by lunging on the beast’s front legs and 

biting deep into its neck with its long saber teeth. Dark blood started to flow out of the desert 

beast’s neck as the lion kept its tight bite, slowly suffocating the animal till its kicking legs went 

limp.

Zamir crawls out of his tent to get a better view of the stampeding herd kicking up dust across 

the desert. Suddenly, Zamir hears a woman’s high-pitched squeal, and the desert tiger lets go of 

its victim’s neck. The lion sits up beside its kill, licking its claws and lips of fresh blood. Then 

out of the desert dust comes a figure of a woman walking towards the lion and its kill. Hooded 

and draped in black, that had a thin line of turquoise on the edges that was waving and fluttering 

in the light desert winds, using a long spear as a walking stick in the sand. Her face was covered 

except for her eyes, which had thick eyeshadow to keep the glare of the sun at bay. She walks up 

to the lion and rubs it on its head like a pet. The lion reciprocates by leaning its head towards the 

woman’s legs like a large cat that misses its owner. The woman pulls out a curved blade from 

her waist and kneels before the beast. Resting the knife in front of her knees, she closes her eyes 

and palms face up in prayer. Her lips mutter in silence for a few seconds then grabs the knife and 

open up the belly of the desert antelope. Her dark ink-patterned hands were bloody when she cut 

out the beast’s liver and fed it to her lion. She stands up and looks toward Zamir and slowly 

removes her hood and scarf to show her face. Zamir sees a beautiful woman staring at him 

through his binoculars. Focused on the woman, he fails to notice the sand shifting behind him. 

Two sets of light footprints on the sand slowly crept up behind him. Zamir senses the light sound 

of desert sand grains moving. He turns but sees no one, but does not notice the footsteps in the 

sand. He gets back on his binoculars thinking the desert heat has started to affect his mind. As he 

looks through the binoculars, the lion, its prey, and the woman were no longer in sight. He scans 

the horizon again making sure he had not made a mistake in what direction he last saw the desert 

woman. His body suddenly goes numb and he loses control of his whole body. He hears a 

buzzing noise behind him while he slowly loses consciousness. With his remaining strength, he 

turns around to see two cloaked figures standing behind him and his eyes suddenly go into 

darkness.

The sound of light running streams echoes in a dimly lit cavern of red desert rock as 

Zamir slowly awakens from the cool air and scent of sweet flowers. His eyes slowly open and 

tries to focus on the dim lights sparsely spread on the tall cave walls. Slowly, he takes a deep 

breath, his gills open wide as he senses moisture in the air. He turns onto his side and pushes his 

hands on the soft red silky sheets to sit up to see a wide portion of the cavern wall streaming with 

fresh cool water that flows into a circular pool that is dimly lit from the bottom, and a large gate 

at the far side of the cavern. He stands and struggles to balance himself on the cold smooth 

glossy glazed red floor. As he walks toward the pool, the reflecting water from the pool casts 

waves of light above that make him see cracked faint white lines written between the stalactite 

formation in the cave ceiling.

“Ancient Earth Arabic...” He softly whispers to himself, as a deep rumbling sound comes from 

the large metal gate that swings open at the far side of the cavern. He instinctively looks around 

for anything that he might use to defend himself and grabs a heavy decorative copper rod off the 

walls. He runs behind a huge rock sticking out of the ground beside the elevated resting area and 

holds the rod tightly with both hands.

“You may come out...We do not wish you harm.”  Says a warm woman’s voice that echoes in 

the cavern.

Zamir peaks out of the edge of the rock to see the same woman dressed in silky black robes with 

a thin line of turquoise lining its edges. Beside her were two other women wearing off-shoulder 

white dresses, one holding up a tray with crystal goblets and a carafe filled with orange-red 

juices, and the other with cuts roasted desert antelope meat. They stand still just beyond the gate 

as if waiting for Zamir to respond. He hesitated on what to do next, then he heard a lion’s growl. 

Zamir didn’t notice the desert lion had quietly crept up behind him. He slowly moved away from 

the growling lion showing himself to his hosts. 

“There you are! I hope Ziba didn’t frighten you...too much.”

Zamir walks backward, pointing the rod at the lion’s face as it continues to growl with its head 

below its shoulders.

“Please, put that thing down before she thinks you wish her harm.”

Zamir slowly lays the rod on the shiny floor making a light metallic thud. The lion raises its 

head, stops its growling, and slowly walks around Zamir and goes beside the woman.

“You see, Ziba knows when there is danger, and where there is none.”

Zamir slowly walks toward the three women and says...

“Who are you? Where am I...?” 

The woman glances over to the two and they immediately lay the trays on the large silky resting 

area where Zamir awoke from. Their translucent white dresses showed the outline of their 

shapely bodies as they both sat on opposite sides of the large elevated resting area.

“My name is Shirin. You are within the Kingdom of Elam.” 

“Zamir Qadir, Corporal, 15th Cavalry Division, United Planets Defense Force....”

Zamir walks towards the served goblet already filled by one of the women and drinks. He spills 

some of the juices down the edge of his lips as one of the women carefully wipes his face with a 

red silk shiny cloth. Zamir notices one of the women staring at his gills. The woman lifts her 

hand and tries to touch his gills out of curiosity. Zamir pushes off the woman’s hand which 

causes the woman rapidly retract her hand in surprise.

“Kingdom of Elam? I know of several earth settlements on this sector of the planet, but I’ve 

never heard of a Kingdom of Elam.” 

He then takes a golden fork and stabs a piece of roasted meat off the other silver tray and starts 

chewing.

“We have been here on this planet long before the Earth Settlements. Generations before your 

planet started sending your mining probes, your mining vessels, and your settlements, all to take 

the resources of our planet.”

Zamir, while chewing takes another sip from the goblet.

“Your planet? I don’t see any sign out here stating that claim.”

The woman pushes a large Ottoman stool close to where Zamir was being fed by the two 

women. Her smooth legs are exposed when the slits of her dress slip open when she sits on the 

ottoman, revealing a thick golden anklet and decorative ink tattoos wrapping around her ankle  

She crosses her legs and starts patting the lion’s head that followed beside her.

“Our claim to this planet is of no concern to the settlements and your laws to protect them. You 

are a protector. We value and admire that. We also do not lay claim to the settlement’s mining 

activities. There is much of that for all.” 

Zamir pushes off another hand of the other curios woman wanting to touch his moving gills as he 

breathes.

“Then why have your people stayed hidden in these desert caves? Why have you not gone out to 

do trade with the settlers?”

The woman smiles at Zamir and puts out her hand toward the woman serving juices. The woman 

immediately hands her another empty crystal goblet and slowly fills it with a drink from a crystal 

carafe.

“The answer to that question is one word.... Greed.”

“Greed?”

“From settlers to colonies, to raiders, even your United Planets Defense Force.... They all, in the 

end, want more.”

Zamir swallows his mouth fill and takes a sip of the juice and says...

“Not all are the same. Not all always want more.”

The woman stands up and her Lion follows by her side. She starts walking towards the large 

metal gate that starts slowly opening.

“We would not have this discussion if it were as you say...”

“Why is that?” Asks Zamir.

“Because you would not be a protector, a protector from those who wish to take more from 

others. You would not even be here if you really did not believe that.”

She continues to walk toward the now-opened steel gates with her Lion following her at her side.

“Then why did you bring me here?” asks Zamir, as he raises his voice that echoes in the 

chamber. The woman turns around again and says: “Because we value life Zamir Qadir. Because 

you would not have lasted another day in the desert.” 

“For now, you must bathe. Aisha and Hasina shall assist you.”

The woman walks out of the chamber with the Lion. No sooner than the gates closed, the two 

women started to slowly help Zamir out of his dirty uniform. The women giggled as they started 

to see more of his body. They deliberately rubbed their firm bodies on Zamir while slowly taking 

off his uniform. The two women then walked to the edge of the lighted pool and started to pull 

down their transparent dresses, showing their perfectly shaped young bodies reflecting the light 

waves from the lighted pool water below them.  Motioning Zamir to join them at the pool with 

their outstretched, ink-decorated hands as they slowly descend to the deeper part of the pool.  

The water was warm and felt relaxing as Zamir slowly dipped his whole body into the pool 

moving between the two women. The hands of the two women started gently rubbing and 

washing Zamir as they suppressed their giggling and kept eye contact with Zamir. His neck gills 

opened wide as he takes a deep breath before fully submerging himself beneath the surface of the 

pool. He could hear the faint muffled sound of the two women talking in a language he did not 

understand while he remained underwater. He feels one of the women gently rubbing his back 

while the second woman gently swims in front of him and starts rubbing his chest. Her long 

black hair flows gently in front of his face as she submerges in front of him and smiles at him as 

his gills open wide to start filtering oxygen from the water. He smiles back at her as she moves 

closer to straddle his right bent leg between her legs. Her eyes intently gaze at his moving gills as 

she continues rubbing his body. 

Back at the site where the clash with the raiders occurred, a large ship starts descending 

on the wreckage of the Dweller and the three destroyed vehicles. The large ship hovers a few 

meters from the sand, with its thrusters blowing large quantities of desert sand on the burnt-out 

vehicles. The bottom of the ship lowers a ramp and out comes armed soldiers with fully closed-

face helmets. By pairs, the soldiers head towards the different wreckages. The first two who 

searched the half-track radioed in. 

“Negative on patrol crew here Sir...” 

The second pair of soldiers were inspecting the dweller mounted on the raider’s vehicle. They 

see the sand mound with a battle rifle and dog tags swinging in the wind. One of the soldiers 

takes one knee on the sand and grabs the dog tag. The soldier lifts the face shield to show a 

woman’s face reading the dog tags.

“It’s First Private Gunner Sarik Sir. He didn’t make it.”

A radio response comes in from the large ship.

“Any sign of Corporal Quadir?”

“He survived this attack. Raiders are not known to bury their victims, much less leave a battle 

riffle on-site...”

Another soldier climbs out of the tilted dweller vehicle.

“Looks like Corporal Qadir took his survival gear with him, Sergeant!” 

The Sergeant slips the Dog tags into her vest pocket and radios the Ship. 

“Permission to have a crew take the remains of Private Sarik back to base for proper rites and 

burial Sir...I’m sure his family will appreciate the gesture. Sir...” 

“I will send a decontamination crew down for his remains and....”

Almost immediately, the Sergeant interrupts.

“Sir! Permission to take a small team to find Corporal Qadir.”

“Seargent, You and your team are not a desert patrol group, and they are...”

“With all due respect sir, when was the last time any of the desert patrol groups brought back our 

missing men?”

A few seconds passed and another larger ramp started lowering a six-wheeled desert dweller, and 

the sergeant smiles knowing she has gotten approval.

“All right sergeant! I’m giving you one hundred twenty planet hours to find the Corporal. After 

that, we will send you coordinates for transport pick-up. Do you copy?”

“Copy sir! And thank you, sir!”

She looks around at her five-man crew and they all head for the Dweller now resting on the 

desert floor. She climbs on the right-side front passenger seat, while a stocky private gets on the 

driver’s side and starts powering up the vehicle. The humming sound of the engines fills the 

cabin as two other crew members fight over who takes control of the vehicle’s main gun.

“Settle down you two...Take turns manning those guns, but for heaven’s sake, stop the 

squabbling!” 

The rest of the crew started laughing at the two while both of them suddenly were giving each 

one the first turn at the gun controls.

As the dweller started moving out of the shadow of the large ship hovering above them, the 

driver looks at the sergeant and asks “Where to Sarge?”

She takes the binoculars and scans the desert. She sees the red rocky formation at the horizon and 

points. “That way. That’s where I would go.” 

The driver turns on the navigational settings of the vehicle and starts plotting their direction.

“Make sure the base has our location at any given moment.”

“Yes Ma’am!”

The sergeant straps on her seat belts and unlocks her chin straps. She removes her helmet, setting 

it down on a wide console between her and the driver. She then reaches to unlock the top of the 

zipper at the top of her neckline. She pulls it down slowly and pushes her collar away from the 

side of her neck, revealing her gills slowly opening to the cadence of her breathing. The crew 

notices and looks at each other, all too familiar with their sergeant’s genetic alteration. The air-

conditioned air inside the dweller began to smell a sweet flowery scent that came from their 

officer’s slightly opened uniform. 

One of the two soldiers sitting at the back of the dweller silently takes the attention of his 

seatmate and starts whispering.

“I’ve seen them together you know...”

“Seen who together?”

“The Sergeant and Corporal Qadir...about a year ago, at the orbital space station...”

“Really...You remember that or are you just making one of your fucking stories?”

“I’m serious! I saw them together at the bar at the recreational level. They were together with 

other gilled officers, along with other customized humans.”

“Wow! You coming up now with new words Eh!?”

“I’m not kidding! They were together with some slim and squamous ones, you know, the ones 

they send to wet and tropical climate planets...”

“Slim and what?”

“Squamous...”

The Sergeant, hearing every word they say, yells back at them saying “Squamous.... Covered 

with or consisting of scales!” 

“Looks like you haven’t been reading enough private! Don’t you know we Gill people have 

better than average hearing abilities?”

The rest of the crew start laughing while the two privates sink down in their seats humiliated.

The sergeant turns around and looks over to the two privates.

“I can hear forty-five percent better, can survive seven days without water, provided my gills can 

absorb water from the air and can move thirty percent faster than an unmodified, such as 

yourself.”

The Driver beside her raises his hand like a small child asking permission to speak.

“What is it, Private Harris?”

“Sarge, is it true that they can only do Genetic mods based on where your family is originally 

from, say, must your lineage be from the desert to be modified for the same?”

“Pretty much. Originally. The first few generations. But now they say they have done so much 

advancement in genetic mods that it no longer matters. They say the next generation of human 

mods will be different.”

“How Different Sarge?”

“So different it’s actually still classified, even for mods like us.”

The Sergeant pulls out a touchscreen monitor connected to the front console. She starts scanning 

the desert areas in front of them and searches for life forms on the desert floor. The scanners start 

relaying back updated surface scans from orbital satellites above, and she starts seeing different 

colored markings on her display. She zooms in on the images and starts seeing herds of animals, 

then starts tracking the closest herd to the position of the wreckage and the onboard computer 

gives an approximate path to where the last travel direction of the herd may have been. She 

transfers her information to the driver’s monitors. A beep sounds and the burly driver takes a 

quick look at his monitors. 

“You want me to head that way, Sarge?”

“Affirmative private. Follow the monitor. The desert patrols were trained to follow herds for sources of water. That’s what he would do.”

“Roger that Sarge!”

Zamir, now clothed fresh in all-white robes with gold thin trimmings and leather sandals, 

escorted by the two young women, walked through a red rock corridor dimly lit with lights that 

flood upward on each side of the corridor. At its end were two-armed female guards wearing red 

and black with long slim weapons. Zamir recognizes the style of the weapons in his ancient 

history of Earth’s Arabian nomad warriors, who fought the Turks and later on their European 

colonial masters, that divided up their kingdoms amongst themselves.

As they get close to the guards, one of the women speaks in an ancient Arabic language, then 

both guards shoulder slings their rifles and opens the large black heavy door that had a sharp 

arch on top. The noise of chattering voices started coming through the door opening as the heavy 

doors swung fully open. Zamir sees a large domed area. Its ceilings are adorned in ancient 

Arabic writings of gold and royal blue. There was a large commercial marketplace with hundreds 

of stalls selling different items, much like the ancient Arabic marketplaces on Earth. They 

walked between the different stalls seeing all kinds of merchandise, as well as small and large 

exotic animals being sold. His senses were overwhelmed, the smell, the color, and the sounds of 

women bargaining made him feel almost claustrophobic. Zamir noticed a few men and young 

boys wearing thick metal collars with inscriptions written on them, laboring for the women. 

Some of the men’s collars were chained to concrete posts of the stores, doing menial work for 

the women. The men and the boys were silent and were not speaking unless the women asked 

them a question or two. They gazed at Zamir with pitiful full eyes that wanted to speak of 

injustice and slavery. He felt for them, but he had to stay focused and thought of how his reaction 

could be interpreted as unwelcome to his hosts. Zamir kept his attention on other things and was 

in awe of the size of this underground mega structure hidden under the desert sands and rocks. 

They continue walking through the narrow crowd-filled alleyways until they reach an open area 

where large gardens and elongated water ponds and small fountains stretch out around buildings 

that look like Mosques, with towering citadels at the corner of each massive structure. There 

were a few collared men, better and uniformly dressed than those in the market, trimming the 

gardens and sweeping the grounds while armed women guard patrol by twos. They walked on a 

wide bricked path, lined with beautiful flowers. Zamir looked up to see large circular domes that 

let the natural light in, while the fragrance of the flowery gardens slowly refreshes his mind, far 

from the overwhelming sights and sounds of the large market. At the end of the path were 

several shiny red steps that led to a large entrance to another ornately decorated structure, with 

swerving decorations of flowery vines all inlaid on white marble. Large doors silently opened as 

sounds from the citadels started echoing what sounded like ancient prayers. Zamir turns back to 

see the men and the boys on the grounds start to kneel down in one direction, putting their 

foreheads to the ground and raising repeatedly, as the women guards stand still in their position, 

intently watching the grounds keepers. The now faint sound from the distant marketplace 

disappeared while a woman’s voice chanting the prayers continued. As the massive doors 

opened, Zamir could see a line of women all wearing black robes with red lining, with thin silky 

covering their faces, only showing their thick eyelashes and finely shaped eyebrows, standing at 

the entrance. His two maiden escorts put out their hands motioning Zamir to follow the women. 

As Zamir steps forward, his two escort women slowly took steps backward and the large doors 

started closing once more. Slowly, the sound from the citadels was silenced by the large doors 

closing behind him. Zamir walked forward and the women walked with him down lighted 

corridors that made echoes with each step. 

They finally entered a large hall with golden pillars in pairs. At its end are red steps leading to an 

elevated golden throne. There was Shirin, with one of her crossed legs exposing her thigh by the 

high slit of her thin silky black robe. On her right was her desert lion, wearing a ceremonial 

golden collar lined with large princes cut sapphires. A loud growl echoed in the hall as Shirin 

kept patting her pet’s head.

“Ziba seems to miss you....”

Zamir notices all the other women bowing down to her, and he hurriedly tries to do the same. 

Shirin laughs at his clumsy movements and gestures for him to rise.

She then stands and commands her lion to stay, then walks slowly down the red steps to Zamir, 

smiling, her eyes focused on Zamir in his new white robes. An older woman with gray hair 

comes behind the princes and starts speaking in ancient Arabic. 

"سموك، اختيار اليوم جاهز. التجار بحاجة لك أن تقرر حتى يتمكنوا من القيام التداول و..."

“Your highness, Today’s selection is ready. The merchants need you to decide so they can do 

their trading and...”

The princess is suddenly annoyed, turns her head to the older woman, and snaps at her.

"يمكن للتجار الانتظار بصبر، أو عدم المشاركة في اختيار اليوم."

“The merchants can patiently wait, or not be part of today’s selection.”

"اعتذاري سموك. سأتقدم برسالتك فورا".

“My apologies your highness. I shall forward your message at once.”

Princess Shirin places her hands on Zamir’s elbow and upper arms and starts walking beside him 

down the hall. Behind them, the older woman kept her head bowed down, but her eyes looked 

upon Zamir with disdain.

“You seem to look better out of your uniform, Corporal Zamir Qadir. Have you had enough rest? 

Did my chambermaids bathe and feed you well?”

“I have been treated very well, princess. I thank you for taking me in from the dessert.”

“I assume you have seen the marketplace...”

“I have, princess. I am so amazed by the vastness of your underground kingdom.”

They walk towards a large white-marbled circular platform with two guards standing on each 

side. The princess leads Zamir to its center and the two guards slightly bow their heads. The 

guard on their right starts tapping one end of her slim weapon to carved symbols on the surface 

of the platform. The symbols glow with a bright bluish color as the guard taps on the symbols in 

a particular sequence. A light vibrating sound starts emanating from the bottom of the platform 

and the whole surface starts lifting from the ground. Zamir steadies himself as the princess 

smiles and holds onto his arm. As the platform rises, Zamir looks up to see the ceilings open up, 

and light comes in through each level of the palace. The third ceiling that they entered was the 

interior of a tubular tower with elongated lights reaching up to the top of the structure. A final 

ceiling opened like a camera’s shutter and bright light came in through its end. The platform 

finally stopped and once more, Zamir could hear the chanting prayers echoing in all directions. 

The princess steps off beyond the platform and unto the balcony. Zamir follows and soon 

realizes, they are on top of one of the many citadels that towers at the corners of each 

megastructure. Only now he can see the vastness of her kingdom. A slight wind elegantly blows 

the princess’s silky gown, hugging her body and showing her shapely figure, while the lower 

part gown flutters open revealing her smooth thighs, as she reaches out her hand to Zamir to join 

her at her side.

“There is wind....”

The princess smiles and says “We can also deflect light, that’s how we were able to capture you. 

We also have the ability to control the air in an enclosed area. We could make it rain or keep our 

enclosed sky dry. We can lower the temperature and make it stormy. We can even make it snow 

for a while if we wish it.”

Zamir leans on the balcony handrails that were intricately designed in middle eastern Earth art, 

carved out of white marble.

“I noticed your kingdom is ruled by women. Your men are collared like animals in the 

marketplace...Why is that?”

Princess Shirin’s smile suddenly vanishes and looks towards the vast gardens. Her right arm 

stretches out with her palms pointing towards the city.

“There is order in Elam. The laws we have is a result of hundreds of years of persecution...”

“Persecution?”

“The first Earth settlers here vowed to not repeat the mistakes of their forefathers. Keeping 

woman uneducated, and only seeing them good low work and bearing children.”

Zamir scoffs and says “I’m aware of the middle eastern cultural history. So now you keep men in 

chains, as slaves...?”

The princes give a light laugh and says “If that were the case, you would be in chains yourself! 

But you’re not in chains, nor are you my slave.”

“Then why are the men and boys treated differently?”

“They are not Citizens of Elam. They are the unwanted, the criminals, the orphans, and those 

who have been cast out of the colonies. They are the ones that your colonies have deemed unfit 

for your society. Thanks to your corrupt justice system, we are able to purchase or barter for 

them. Elam needs maintenance, and our citizens cannot do all the work, work that can be better 

done by men and boys. We do not pick who comes from the colonies, your colonies, the ones 

you protect, are the ones who offer us your outcasts.”

“I find that hard to believe...” Zamir says in disgust.

The princess put her arm around Zamir’s shoulder, and with her hand, gently faces Zamir’s face 

towards hers. She moves in slowly, her lips barely touching his, as he can smell her breath of 

fresh sweet barriers with a hint of mint. Zamir closes his eyes while her warm breath continues 

warming his lips.

“They are lucky to be here. We have laws to protect our slaves, and we treat them well, as I will 

treat you very well....”

She presses her red lips on Zamir’s as he responds by grabbing her body closer to his. His lips 

firmly kiss her deeply and she starts moaning while her lips are deeply entrenched with his. Her 

body starts rubbing up on Zamir as her legs straddle one of Zamir’s thighs. Zamir’s gills start 

opening, taking in more air as the princess’s hand gently feels his gills on his neck. The two 

guards, as if by routine, turn around and take several steps back toward the marble platform.

The Seargent stands outside the dweller scanning the desert horizon while the other soldiers are 

busy repairing one of their vehicle’s large shock absorbers, tightening the screws with portable 

power tools.

“How long before we can get going private?”

“Give me another five minutes Seargent, she’ll be running like a kitten.”

“I don’t like cats! much less kittens...”

“...Like a dessert wolf then...”

The Seargent sees faint smoke in the distance. She adjusts her binoculars to zoom in and sees a 

small land transport being attacked by Raiders. She marks the position of the attack and then 

runs back to the dweller.

“Time to go!”

“Two more screws Seargent and we are on our way...”

“Fuck the screws private! There is an attack in progress!”

The men hurried into the rear door of the dweller as the Seargent closes her heavy door and turns 

to the driver.

“Coordinates forwarded...”

The driver powers up the dweller and its engines start humming. The forward dash monitors light 

up and the downloaded location is displayed. 

“Location online Seargent!”

The dweller kicks up desert sand as it accelerates toward the attacked vehicle.

The Seargent checks her map and sees a rock formation about six hundred meters from the attack site.

“Come in from the southwest, behind this rock formation so they don’t see us coming. Private 

Ramirez! I need you to disable the raider’s vehicles.”

Private Ramirez, holding on the dweller’s roof ceiling handles takes a look at the forward 

monitors and sees the distance.

“No problem, Sarge! You just want them disabled? What about the shoot-on-site rule?”

“We need them alive private! And that goes for the rest of you grunts!” 

The rest of the men in the dweller look at each other, almost in disappointment as they hear the 

Sargent’s command.

Beside the attacked smoking trailer was the raider’s buggy, with a raider making some 

adjustments to his vehicle’s mounted guns. In the background, another raider carrying stolen 

items from the private trailer, setting the items on the sand not far from three bloodied dead 

bodies, a third raider comes out of the trailer with his shirt and pants unbuttoned, staggering 

drunk while drinking a from a canister filled with whiskey, while a crying voice of a young 

woman echoed from within the destroyed opened bay door of the trailer. 

The sergeant and Ramirez took a high position within the red rock formation overlooking the 

attack site. She focuses on the raider fixing the mounted guns.

“You are green to take out the first target, Ramirez...”

“Copy that, Sarge.”

Ramirez flicks a switch on his long-range rifle.

“Silence mode on, target acquired...”

“Send it.”

The exposed engine of the Raiders buggy is hit and starts spewing out smoke and liquids out the 

large caliber hole. The raider hears the engine making noises and climbs down from the mounted 

gun. He sees the large bullet hole, and before he could warn the others, a second shot comes in to 

take out his head, splattering blood and brain mass all over the engine. His body falls on the back 

end of the buggy not seen by the other raiders.

Still looking through her binoculars, the Seargent says “Damn it, Ramirez! I said I needed them 

alive!”

“Sorry, Sarge. I was aiming for his shoulder. He moved....”

The Sargent can hear the rest of the men giggling as they too are watching the shots going 

downrange.

“Everyone! Shut the fuck up!”

The men quickly went quiet, and one of the soldiers breaks the silence and says “Sarge, 

permission to start up the dweller.”

“Copy that, Johnson. Ramirez, next target, hit the guy on the left, the one with the open shirt...”

“Copy that, Sarge.”

“Make it Hurt....”

A second later, a bullet strikes the man just above his knee, totally dislocating his lower leg. The 

man falls to the sand even before he realizes what was going on. He sees his right leg dangling at 

a right angle with his foot facing toward him. Blood starts flowing through the large bullet hole 

in his pants as he yells in pain gripping his upper thigh in pain.

The other raider stands from his kneeling position and sees his crying companion on the ground, 

He looks around at the distant rock formation and catches a glint from the riffle scope reflecting 

back at him from the rocks. He runs towards the side of the trailer where he had left his rifle 

leaning on its side. As soon as he grabs his rifle, a bullet severs his arm, just above his wrists. 

The man, in shock, takes a look at his arm and sees his hand still holding on the rifle on the 

ground. He starts swearing and yelling in pain, as he tries to reach for the same rifle with his 

other hand. Another bullet comes in. this time striking his elbow, tearing off his forearm. He 

drops to his knees in pain and starts calling out to the remaining raider inside the trailer. The 

screaming of the young woman’s voice stops, as the raider tries to peek out of the trailer at 

angles as so that he would not expose himself to fire outside. 

Unaware of the fourth raider inside the trailer, the Sargent commands her men to get into the 

dweller.

“Ramirez, remain here for overwatch. There might be other Raiders in the Area. We shall come 

back for you.”

With his eyes still on the scope scanning the trailer area, Ramirez, without blinking, answers 

“Copy that, Sarge!”

One of the Privates takes a knee and whispers to Ramirez “Show off!”

Ramirez smiles without taking his eyes from his scope.

The Sargent and the rest of the crew come to the attacked trailer, seeing the two raiders already 

beside each other where the raider with the dislocated leg was resting on the sand. With battle 

rifles drawn, two by two, the men exit and fast-paced, moved towards the trailer and the 

wounded raiders. With their battle rifles pointed at them, the two wounded raiders lift up their 

arms to show surrender. As the Sargent and one of the privates walk towards the opened Trailer 

door, they hear a man shouting from inside.

“I have a hostage! I have a hostage!”

The young woman again starts screaming as the remaining raider starts showing himself at the 

trailer’s door with one arm around the neck of a half-naked, bloodied, and bruised young girl and 

with a large knife pointed at her neck. 
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