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Chapter One

[image: ]


Two Worlds

The gecko had been trapped in the stairwell window for two days, and Saeed Al Mansoori was the only person in the entire school who seemed to have noticed.

He noticed it the way he noticed most things—sideways, when he was supposed to be looking at something else. Right now the something else was Mr. Haddad’s whiteboard, where a long division problem sat waiting like a locked door nobody had given Saeed the key to. But the gecko was just there, beyond the glass, pressed flat against the inside of the window frame, its small ribs going in and out, in and out, too tired now to even try the climb.

“Saeed.” Mr. Haddad’s voice had the patient flatness of a man who had said the same name many times. “The board is this way.”

“Yes, sir.” Saeed turned his eyes to the board. He kept the gecko in the corner of them.

Forty minutes later the bell went, and while twenty-eight children stampeded toward lunch, Saeed went the other way, up the stairwell, and worked the stiff window latch until it gave with a crack that echoed like a gunshot. Hot June air poured in. The gecko didn’t move. He cupped his hands around it—slowly, the way you approach anything that has decided the whole world is a threat—and lifted it out into the light, and after a long second it shot off his palm, over the railing, gone, a green comma flicked into the morning.

“You’re going to be late,” said a voice behind him. “Again.”

Mariam Al Suwaidi was leaning in the stairwell doorway with her arms folded, which was how Mariam did most of her standing. She lived in the villa that shared a wall with his, and she had beaten him in every race they had ever run since they were six years old, and she never, ever let him forget either of those facts.

“It was stuck,” Saeed said.

“It was a lizard.”

“It was stuck and it was a lizard.”

Mariam looked at the empty window, then at him, and something in her face softened for exactly as long as it took her to hide it. “Race you to the canteen,” she said, and was already gone before the last word landed, and Saeed—grinning despite himself—ran after her and lost, the way he always did, by half a stride and a held-back laugh.

*  *  *
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The Al Mansoori villa was cool and pale and very quiet, the kind of quiet that is really just air-conditioning. Saeed’s father believed in quiet the way other men believed in luck. Khalid Al Mansoori worked in an office on the thirtieth floor of a tower made of mirrors, and he came home each evening with his tie loosened by exactly one finger’s width, and he liked the world to be orderly, finished, and safe.

“How was the test?” he asked, before Saeed had got both shoes off.

“It’s tomorrow.”

“Then you have tonight to study.” Khalid said it kindly. He said almost everything kindly; that was the confusing part. “Saeed. Look at me. Twelve is not too young to think about who you want to become.”

“I know who I want to become,” Saeed said.

His father waited, eyebrows up, hopeful in a way that made Saeed’s chest hurt, because he knew the answer in his own head—something with sky in it, something with sand and wind and wings—and he knew it was not the kind of answer that fit on the thirtieth floor of a tower made of mirrors. So he said nothing, and his father’s eyebrows came back down, and the moment closed over like footprints in soft ground.

It was his mother who saved the evening. Aisha Al Mansoori came in from the kitchen smelling of cardamom, kissed the top of Saeed’s head without asking permission, and said, as though it were nothing at all, “Your grandfather called.”

Saeed went still. “Jadd Salem?”

“Do you have another grandfather hiding in the desert?” She was smiling. “We’re going out on Friday. The reserve first—there’s a falconry demonstration at sunrise, a proper one—and then to see him at the camp.”

For one bright second the whole pale quiet villa seemed to fill with light. Then Saeed saw his father’s face.

Khalid had not moved, but something had gone careful in him, the way a man goes careful crossing a road he has been hit on before. “The demonstration,” he said. “And then straight to my father’s camp. And then straight home.” He was not really talking to Saeed. “It’s a long way out. The desert is not a playground, Saeed. You stay where I can see you. All of you, the whole time.”

“I will,” Saeed said, which was true when he said it.

*  *  *
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That night he could not sleep, so he did what he always did when the city pressed too close: he climbed out onto the flat roof, where the air was warm and the stars were losing their nightly war against the glow of the towers, and he looked east, toward the dark.

You could not see the desert from the roof. You could only feel where it was—a great held breath out past the last ring of streetlights, patient, enormous, waiting. His grandfather said the desert had been there before the towers and would be there after them, and that a boy who knew only the towers knew only half of himself.

“Can’t sleep either?”

Mariam’s head appeared over the low wall that divided their two roofs. Her family’s side had better cushions; his side had the better view. It had been this way for years.

“We’re going to the desert on Friday,” Saeed told her. “There’s a falcon thing. A demonstration.”

“I know,” she said. “My mother’s letting me come. Someone has to make sure you don’t get lost and die.”

“I’m not going to get lost and die.”

“That,” said Mariam, settling onto the wall with the enormous confidence of someone who is usually right, “is exactly what someone who is about to get lost and die would say.”

He should have argued. Instead he lay back against the warm concrete and looked at the few stubborn stars and let himself feel it: the pull of that dark line in the east, stronger tonight than it had ever been, as if something out there had already started, quietly, to wait for him.

He had no way of knowing how right he was.
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Chapter Two
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The Birds That Came Back

They left while the city was still asleep, and Saeed watched the towers shrink in the wing mirror until they were just a row of silver knives standing on the edge of the world, and then they were gone, and there was only sand.

It happened the way it always happened and the way it always astonished him. One moment there were petrol stations and billboards and the ordinary furniture of roads. The next, the dunes simply began—rising on either side in long slow curves the color of a lion’s back, going gold, then rose, then a gold so pure it hurt, as the sun came up over the rim of the Earth. His father drove with both hands on the wheel and his jaw set. His mother passed back dates and watched the light. In the very back, Mariam had her face pressed to the glass and, for once in her life, said nothing at all.

The reserve was a scatter of low tents and rope fences at the foot of the biggest dunes Saeed had ever seen. Guests stood in a loose crowd holding paper cups of coffee, tourists mostly, cameras swinging from their necks. And out in front of them, on a wooden perch staked into the sand, hooded and still as a carving, sat a falcon.

Saeed stopped walking.

He had seen pictures. Pictures were nothing. The bird was the size of his two hands together and it held itself like something that had never once in its life been afraid—breast feathers the color of cream and coffee, talons like black hooks, and over its eyes a small neat leather hood, a burqa, with a tuft on top like a tiny crown.

“That one is a saker,” said a voice, and Saeed turned to find an old falconer in a white kandura watching him with amusement. His name, he said, was Saif, and he had been flying birds since before Saeed’s father was born. “You know the saker, boy?”

“A little,” Saeed said. “They’re fast.”

“The second-fastest bird in the world, in a straight line. Only one flies faster, and it does not have to share its desert with us.” Saif crouched beside him so they were both at the falcon’s level. “The Arabs have an older name for him. We call him hur. Do you know what hur means?”

Saeed shook his head.

“Free,” said Saif. “The free one. Remember that. It matters more than the speed.”

*  *  *
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The demonstration began with the sun fully up. Saif stood before the crowd and told them, in the unhurried voice of a man who had told it a thousand times and still meant every word, that what they were about to see was not a circus trick. It was called Al Bizarah, and it was older than the cities, older than the roads, perhaps four thousand years old. The Bedouin had not kept falcons as pets, he said. They had kept them as partners—because in a land where a man could starve, a falcon could catch what a man could not, and so the bird became family, and was honored, and at the season’s end was very often set free again.

“Every falcon you will see this morning,” Saif said, “is flying loose. Nothing holds it. The sky is open in every direction.” He let that sit. “And every one of them will come back. Not because it is afraid of us. A falcon that flies from fear, flies away forever. They come back because they have decided to. Because of trust. Remember that too.”

Then he swung the lure—the telwah, a bundle of bustard feathers on a long line—up over his head, and slipped the hood from the saker, and the bird went off the fist like a thing fired from a bow.

Saeed forgot to breathe.

The falcon climbed until it was a dark splinter against the blue, and then it turned, and then it came—not down, the way Saeed expected, but flat and low and impossibly fast, skimming the tops of the dunes, a brown blur that pulled the whole crowd’s gasp along behind it like a banner, and at the last instant it threw up its wings and struck the lure and dropped to the sand in a swirl of feathers and stood there, fierce and panting and magnificent, exactly where it had chosen to be.

The crowd clapped. Saeed couldn’t. His hands had forgotten how. Something enormous had cracked open in his chest, and through the crack a single thought came shining: that is the most beautiful thing in the world, and I want to be near it for the rest of my life.

*  *  *
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Afterward, while the guests drifted toward the breakfast tent, Saif caught Saeed’s eye and crooked one finger.

He fitted the heavy leather glove—the mangalah—onto Saeed’s small left hand, folded his fingers into a fist beneath it, and, before Khalid could cross the sand to object, set the saker onto the boy’s wrist.

The weight was the first surprise. It was heavier than it looked, solid and warm and alive, and Saeed felt the grip of the talons through the leather like a handshake from something that could open him to the bone and was choosing, instead, to simply hold on. The falcon turned its hooded head toward him. It could not see him. Somehow Saeed felt, with absolute certainty, that it knew exactly where he was anyway.

For thirty seconds the whole world narrowed to the gold weight on his arm and the small fierce heartbeat he could feel through the glove. Thirty seconds. He would think about them for a very long time.

“You hold a bird like a boy who was born to it,” Saif said quietly, lifting the saker away. “Who is your family?”

“My grandfather is Salem. Salem of the Bani—”

“Salem.” The old man’s eyebrows rose, and he looked at Saeed with new and serious attention. “Yes. Of course you hold it like that. You should ask your grandfather to—”

“Saeed.” Khalid’s hand closed on his shoulder, gentle and final. “We don’t want to be in the way.” He steered his son back from the perch with a firmness that was almost fear, and as they went, Saeed noticed, off to one side of the crowd, a tall man in a flawless white kandura and gold-rimmed glasses, standing very still while three other men spoke to him at once, the way water moves around a stone. The man was not watching the falcons. He was watching the falconers count them back onto their perches, his eyes moving from bird to bird, adding something up. For just a moment his gaze passed over Saeed, and went on, and dismissed him.

Saeed did not know the man’s name. He would learn it. Everyone, in the end, learned the name of Rashid Al Qasimi.

*  *  *
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They should have driven straight to the camp. That had been the rule, said twice, in the careful voice. But the breakfast ran long, and the grown-ups fell to talking, and Saeed wandered to the edge of where the tents gave way to open sand—just to the edge, just to look—and stood with the wind tugging at his collar, gazing out at the empty dunes rolling away and away toward his grandfather’s country and the great silence beyond.

That was when he saw it.

Far out, where no one else was looking, where the last footprints stopped and the clean sand began, there was a shape. A dark, broken shape, half-swallowed by a dune, lying where nothing living had any business lying under that enormous climbing sun.

Saeed glanced back at the tents. At his father’s turned shoulders. At Mariam, laughing at something, not looking.

Then he stepped over the rope, and walked out into the desert alone.
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Chapter Three
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The Thing in the Sand

The desert did not want him.

He understood that within the first hundred steps. From the edge of the camp the dunes had looked close, the way the moon looks close, and the dark shape had looked like a short walk. But the sand took his shoes and gave nothing back, and the slope that had seemed gentle turned out to climb and climb, and when he reached the top of the first dune and looked for the shape, it had somehow moved farther away, and the tents behind him had shrunk to a row of white teeth.

The heat was not like city heat. City heat sat on you. This heat reached inside. It pressed against his eyes and dried his mouth before he had walked long enough to be thirsty, and the silence—he had never in his life heard a silence like it. No engines. No air-conditioning. No Mariam. Only the small hiss of sand moving under the wind, and, under that, a quiet so deep he could hear the blood going past his own ears.

Turn back, said a sensible voice in his head that sounded a great deal like his father. You promised. They’ll be looking for you. You don’t even know what it is. It’s probably a bag. It’s probably a dead thing. Turn back.

He almost did. Twice he stopped, and twice he looked back at the safe white teeth of the camp, and twice something stronger than the sensible voice turned him around again and walked him on. It was the same something that had opened the stairwell window. He could no more leave the shape out here than he could have left the gecko pressed against the glass. He had to know. He had to see.

He came over the third dune, and he saw, and his heart stopped.

*  *  *
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It was a falcon.

For one terrible moment he thought it was already dead. It lay on its side at the foot of the dune where the wind had drifted sand up over its body, so that only its head and one outflung wing showed clear—and the wing was wrong, bent at an angle no wing should make, the long feathers splayed and broken and crusted with sand. Its eyes were half open and filmed grey with dust. Its beak hung apart. It did not move.

“No,” Saeed whispered, and the word fell into the silence and vanished. “No, no, no.”

He slid down the face of the dune in a small avalanche and dropped to his knees beside it, and then he saw the one thing that changed everything: the falcon’s chest, beneath its coat of sand, was moving. Barely. A shallow, trembling flutter, there and gone and there again, like a candle in a draught deciding whether to stay lit.

It was alive.

“Okay,” Saeed breathed. “Okay. You’re okay. I’ve got you.” He had no idea what he was doing. He reached out one hand toward the broken wing, slow, the way Saif had moved, the way you move toward a thing that has decided the whole world is a threat—

—and the falcon exploded.

It came alive all at once, with the last furious strength left in its starved body, hissing, snapping, throwing itself up off the sand to strike at him. A black talon raked the back of his hand and drew a bright thin line of blood. Saeed yelped and fell backward. The bird collapsed again instantly, spent, panting, its one good eye fixed on him with a hatred so pure and so afraid that it stopped Saeed’s breath all over again.

It thinks I’m here to hurt it, he realized. Someone hurt it. Someone’s hands hurt it, and now my hands are just more hands.

“I’m not them,” he said softly, pressing the bleeding hand to his shirt. He didn’t move closer. He made himself small instead, the way Saif had crouched to the falcon’s level, the way you make yourself less. “I’m not them. I won’t grab you. Look. Look—I’m not even moving.”

And he didn’t. He sat in the burning sand and he waited, and bled a little, and talked—nonsense, mostly, the soft river of nonsense you’d use on a frightened animal or a crying baby—and slowly, slowly, the falcon’s hiss died down into ragged breathing, and the hatred in its eye thinned out into something worse, something Saeed recognized because he had felt it himself on a hundred quiet nights: it was exhaustion. It was a creature that had fought everything for too long and had almost nothing left to fight with.

*  *  *
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The water bottle was half full and warm as bathwater. Saeed unscrewed the cap and, watching the bird the whole time, tipped a few drops onto his fingertips and held them out—not reaching, just offering, his hand low and open in the sand.

The falcon watched the water. It watched him. For a long, long moment nothing happened at all, and the sun climbed another notch, and a bead of sweat ran down Saeed’s spine.

Then the bird stretched its neck—every inch of the movement costing it something—and touched its open beak to his wet fingers, and drank. Three drops. Four. Its throat worked. Saeed did not dare to breathe, did not dare to smile, did not dare to do anything that might break whatever fragile, impossible thing was happening in the sand between his hand and the dying creature that had just decided, for the length of four drops of warm water, not to be afraid of him.

“There,” he whispered, when it finally lowered its head. His eyes were stinging and he told himself it was the sun. “There. See? Not them.”

He looked up, then, and the smile died on his face.

He had no idea where the camp was.

The dunes rolled away in every direction, identical, gold on gold on gold, and the wind had been busy while he knelt here, smoothing the sand, erasing the small scuffed trail of his own footprints as neatly as a teacher wiping a board. There was no row of white teeth on the horizon. There was no horizon, really—only more desert, and the enormous climbing sun, and somewhere far behind him a father who had said stay where I can see you and a boy who had not listened, again.

A cold thread of real fear went through the heat. Lost. He was lost, and he had no water to speak of, and no one knew which way he had gone.

He looked down at the falcon. The falcon looked back at him—not hating now, just watching, with that ancient gold eye, as if to say: well. We are both in it now.

And Saeed, who acted before he thought, who had always acted before he thought, made the only decision his heart would let him make. He could not carry water he didn’t have. He could not un-lose himself. But he was not going to walk out of this desert and leave the one living thing that had trusted him to die alone in the sand.

“All right,” he said, and his voice shook only a little. He eased off his outer shirt, the loose one, and laid it open on the ground. “All right. I’m going to pick you up now. You can scratch me if you want. I’m still doing it.”

He slid both hands under the bird as gently as he had ever done anything in his life. It flinched—but it did not strike. He gathered the broken, sand-heavy weight of it against his chest, wrapping the shirt loose around the body to pin the bad wing safe, and the falcon’s heart went off against his own ribs like a trapped moth beating at a lamp, so fast and so light that he was suddenly, fiercely certain he could feel it deciding all over again whether to keep going.

“Keep going,” he told it. “Both of us. Deal?”

He stood up into the full weight of the sun, turned toward the longest, lowest line of sand he could see—because down, his grandfather’s voice said from somewhere in his memory, water and people are always down—and, with a falcon’s racing heartbeat pressed to his own and his footprints already vanishing behind him, Saeed Al Mansoori began the long walk back across a desert that had erased every trace of the way he had come.
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Chapter Four
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Carrying the Sky

Later, Saeed would not be able to say how long the walk took. Time came apart out there. There was only the next step, and the step after that, and the weight against his chest growing heavier with every dune, and the sun nailing him to the sand.

He talked the whole way. He had decided, somewhere in the first ten minutes, that as long as he was talking the falcon would know it was not alone, and as long as the falcon was not alone it would keep its small fast heart going, and so he talked. He told it about the gecko. He told it about Mariam, who would have found the camp by now, because Mariam found everything. He told it that his grandfather knew more about birds than anyone alive and that they only had to reach him. He told it his own name. He did not know if any of it meant anything to a falcon. He knew it meant something to him.

“Down,” he reminded himself, his lips cracking. “Stay low. Water and people are down.” He did not know if that was true or if he had invented it, but it was his grandfather’s kind of saying, and right now his grandfather’s voice was the only rope he had, so he followed the low ground between the dunes and tried not to think about how much warm water was left in the bottle, which was none.

The falcon shifted once against him and turned its head so that the gold eye looked up at his face, and Saeed looked down at it, and for a moment neither of them was a boy or a bird. They were just two creatures very far from help, keeping each other going.

“Don’t,” Saeed said thickly. “Don’t you give up. If I don’t get to, you don’t get to.”

He came around the shoulder of a long dune, and heard, faint and impossible and wonderful, a voice shouting his name.

*  *  *
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It was Mariam who saw him first.

She came over the ridge at a dead run, sand spraying from her heels, shouting back over her shoulder—“HERE! He’s here, he’s HERE!”—and then she skidded to a stop a few feet from him and took in the whole picture at once, the way Mariam took in everything: the boy grey-faced and swaying, the bloody hand, the bundle clutched to his chest, the broken wing and the gold eye looking out of the folds of his shirt.

For once in her life she did not have anything clever to say. “Saeed,” she breathed. “What did you do?”

Then the grown-ups were there, and the quiet desert was full of noise.

His mother reached him first and ran her hands over his face and arms, saying his name over and over, and a reserve guard was talking into a radio, and somewhere Saif the old falconer was wading
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