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Riding the Wave (TrainReads, #3)

Riding the wave

I don't know how long I've ploughed through this sand, up and down yellow dunes soft like sawdust.

There's sand in my hair, in my nose, in my mouth. The sand in my flight suit chafes with every step. The wind carries biting clouds of sand which obscure my vision. 

I must have crossed into the dune tribe's territory by now, but the tents I spotted from the air are hiding in the yellow murk.

The sun blazes in the white sky. My face is burnt, my hands are burnt, and my ripped suit no longer retains life-saving moisture.

*   *   *

There's a ship in the desert. Seriously.

I stagger to a stop and stare at the mast and rigging visible over the top of the next dune. An illusion, certainly.

But the wind whistles through ropes. It carries the sound of bangings and hammerings. Shards of laughter.

I will my legs to plough through cloying sand. Up the dune and down again. I'm dizzy with the effort. "Help me! Help me!"

I fall to my knees, panting and weak. I cannot walk any further. I cannot yell any louder.

It's not necessary. People are coming, their faces shielded against the wind by billowing garments.

*   *   *

The men are all around me, speaking in Kantarran dialect. Rolling r's and harsh sounds that are unfamiliar to my ears.

My head is pounding. I don't think I can get up. I don't think I can look up. Blackness claws at the edges of my vision.

I see a pair of boots made from rough leather. Long, flowing robes sway around his ankles.

Drops of moisture hit the sand an arm's length from my hands. The drops become a stream, and then a dark patch in the sand. I force myself to raise my head.

What the . . . ? He's pushed the sides of his robe apart to reveal a bronzed and muscled body. Naked. He's pissing in the sand.

*   *   *

"My name is Claire O'Neil," I say. "I'm with the department of xeno-anthropology. I need to contact my colleagues."

It's useless; the robed men don't understand me.

It's useless; my aircraft has buried itself in the sand. The crash has damaged it, there's no power, the radio is bust, and a sand dune is eating it like a big, garbage-devouring slug. And these people lost or gave up technology long ago. That's why we study them, to reconstruct the original human genome.

The men carry me in a kind of hammock that swings with their steps. I listen to their rattling language, numb, wondering whether to be glad to be alive or wish I was dead. They sound excited. My mind screams for my department colleagues. Jak! Cody! I have no gun.

We walk past the desert ship that sits atop the sand dune. It's a sturdy vessel made from ancient wood with tall masts and flapping sails. Men are watching us from the deck. There's not a glimmer of water in sight.

*   *   *

The men set me down in the middle of the camp. Dark canvas tents surround the fire. Riding lizards skitter in pens. Children crawl out from everywhere, goggling at me. Little hands touch my suit that's no longer white.

An old woman pushes through the crowd.

"My name is Claire." My voice is rough from dehydration. "I need to find a satellite station to contact the orbiting base..."

It's futile. The nomads of Kantarra probably don't even know about the other continent on this planet, let alone other inhabited worlds.

The woman opens the front of her robe. Her breasts sag over a wrinkled stomach. Her pubic hair is near-white, and hangs between her legs like a goatee. I stare at her un-augmented, un-treated body.

She stands, feet apart and pisses in the sand. There's got to be some significance to this.

A measure of territorial marking, or respect. Giving water in an environment where water is scarce. Am I meant to do the same?

The woman pulls at my suit.

"Don't! It protects me from the air."

It's no use. Nimble fingers find the fastening and undo it. Hands yellowed with sand pull the material off my sweaty legs. The women natter and jabber and poke at the material, handing it from person to person. 

They pull me up. I try to comply with that strange pissing ceremony, but I'm dehydrated and empty. I can't manage more than a few drops that dribble down my pale-skinned legs. They're dark brown. It hurts. I feel dirty.

The old woman waggles her finger. I don't think she likes it.

*   *   *

Water.

I take the bowl held out to me, and drink. It could be poisoned, but I drink. It could carry diseases, but I drink. When I finish, there is another bowl. I drink that, too.

Firelight flickers. There are many people, many small faces. 

An animal roasts above the fire. There's music and dancing. There is meat, chewy and stringy. I eat without tasting, while the talk and laughter around me smears into a wall of background noise. 

*   *   *

I don't remember falling asleep, but I wake up with a shock when the sky has gone dark. Someone has covered me with a robe that feels rough against my naked skin. The sand underneath me retains the warmth of the day gone by.

A younger man sits next to me. I noticed him watching me earlier. His eyes are the colour of bronze. 

"Kerra." He points at me.

He has to repeat it a few times before I understand that he's trying to pronounce my name. Guess Kantarrans don't do the letter L.

"No, Claire. Claire O'Neill."

"Kerra," he says again. "Kerra Oneira."

He points at himself. "Mirio."

I repeat him and point at myself again. "I need to talk to the people in the sky." I point at the stars.

He looks up, is silent for a while, and then moves my hand so it points at the moon. "Kirna," he says.

The Entarran moon treks across the sky at a speed that makes shadows move visibly. It's very bright, and this must be why I can't find the orbiting base. It has to be.

The department staff will be out there somewhere, looking for me. 

*   *   *

The lizards trample the dirt with long toes with webbing so they don't sink into the sand. They're jostling each other to get closest to the fence. I put my arm under the cloth that covers the basket. Giant moths we caught last night crawl all over it. The moths with their clawed feet creep me out, but I'm not going to show the tribeswomen that. I hold out my arm. The lizards lick the moths off with pink forked tongues. It tickles. 

The old woman points at the lizards and says, "Priro."

She's been my personal translator since I arrived.

We trek back over the sand dune to the well—parra—in the valley between the dunes where the sand is coarse and hurts in my sandals. I'm astonished at how much the dune has moved in the past few days. The wind on the Kantarran continent always comes from the same direction and pushes the dunes across the land.

One woman is digging a new water pit. The old one is already a few steps from the dune—traa. 

Seriously, there is not single word in the Kantarran language that doesn't have an r in it.

The women fill their buckets from the puddle of water at the bottom of the pit. I'm behind them, feeling useless, constantly looking over my shoulders at the dunes around us. I contemplate the riding lizards. I could rig one up and ride back to the aircraft, cannibalise some electronics and build a radio. But how would I charge the batteries?

I walk a few steps towards the next dune. Maybe from the top I can see where I crashed. Maybe the dune that has eaten it has already spat it out.

"Kerra!" The voice behind me is sharp.

The old woman waves her hand at the next dune and says, "Torra." The word comes out like a profanity. I have no idea what it means.

"I just want to have a look." I take another step.

Something whistles over my head, from the direction of the dune I intended to climb. An arrow sticks into the sand, not of the type I've seen the tribesmen use. The women shout and hiss. Some pick up stones and hurl them at the other dune. 

"Torra," the woman says again. She takes my arm and drags me back up the tribe's dune.

My eyes prick; I gulp breaths of air. Stay on the dune or be attacked by the next tribe. It's a wonder none of them killed me when I crashed. 

*   *   *

The sand warms my naked buttocks, while cool night air strokes my itchy skin. When I lick my fingers and rub them over my arms, big sheets of skin peel off with a soft satisfying hiss. It's only been a few days since I came, but already my arms have darkened. 

Here, on the other side of the dune, away from the camp's fires, the only sounds are the soft chirps of nocturnal animals.

There is a small sound of swishing sand behind me. Mirio. He says something, but I don't understand.

"Good evening to you, too."

He kneels and opens his robe for the customary piss in the sand. The earthy scent rises in the air. I get up to do the same, but he pushes me back, shaking his head. 

He sits next to me. His body radiates warmth into the night. It's comfortable. It's uneasy. At the department, they warn us not to become contaminated during field studies. They tell us not to touch anything, eat anything or accept any clothing of our study subjects. At the department, we work in little cubicles and always stay at least two steps away from each other.

Mirio hands me a cooked tuber and I bite into its floury flesh. Like a potato, but with a tang of smoke. We eat in silence.

A bit further down the dune's slope, the light of Kirna silvers the deck of the ship. Two rows of men strain at ropes leading from the railing. Bare backs glisten in moonlight. They shout and pull and the ship inches up the dune. I have no idea why they're doing it, but the young men in the tribe seem to be in charge of keeping the ship on the ever-shifting dune. They're out there day and night, pulling it with the shifting sands.

*   *   *

I'm in a white corridor. I'm trying to find my cabin, the tiny place on the orbiting base I have of my own, but all the corridors look the same. Two white-suited people meet me in the gravity-curved passageway, but they walk on without reacting. Belatedly, I recognise them as Jak and Cody. I shout after them, but my words float away on the artificial breeze. The air is cold and hard to breathe.

I wake panting in the night. Moonlight slants over the roof of the tent, casting long shadows over the fabric. I listen, desperate for the sound of an engine. The priro make their soft melodic calls in the night. The old woman, Sirra, with whom I share the tent, is snoring. 

I breathe in controlled gasps so no one can hear me cry. Tears run down my temples into my hair.

*   *   *

The sky remains empty; the dunes devoid of engine noise.

The next day's sunlight is harsh on my gritty eyes.

I'm so tired I fall asleep on the sand in the afternoon sun. I wake with Mirio sitting next to me, shading me with his robe. He's singing a lullaby, and flapping the fabric in time with the beat. In the melodious flow of words, I pick up the Kantarran words for "baby" and "peace". I pretend
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