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“Who are they?” the girl asks, loud enough that several Falcons glance in her direction. 



“Shh,” Azariq says, dragging her away by the arm. “Those are the Falcons and their Masters.”



The girl tugs herself free of his hold and smacks him soundly on the shoulder. She says something, posture playfully confrontational, but she’s too far now for Tadhla to hear. 




The second time they meet, Tadhla gets a better look at her. Small and quick, she can’t seem to sit still. Her blue braids bounce and sway as she looks around, chattering animatedly. They’re at a gathering of Tanit women—one of the only social obligations Falcons are allowed, other than tribe-wide meetings that take place periodically—and Tadhla is the only one present. Nayram and Fatma are the only other Falcons who would normally be allowed into this gathering, but they are away on hunts. 



Tadhla sits slightly apart from the rest, watching silently. Being a woman of the tribe, being included in such community activities, does not exempt Falcons from their mandated distance from others. She cannot form ties bound to the earth. The other women know that and keep their distance too. 



The girl she’s watching sits close to Matriarch Babel—close enough that the Matriarch reaches out to touch her occasionally. Gentle strokes of her hair, pats on the arm or thigh. It’s clear that the Matriarch favours her. Tadhla wonders about her origins. She’s not born of the tribe, but it is exceedingly rare for anyone to defect from their own tribe to join another. Rarer still for a tribe to accept a defector, let alone with so much trust and affection. After all, once a traitor, always a traitor. 



Over the course of the night, Tadhla learns her name. Jeht. A pretty name, Tadhla thinks. It suits her. 



She participates in discussions on politics, albeit with some hesitance. It’s clear that her unfamiliarity with the people is holding her back. Tadhla has no doubt that she will lose her apprehensions by the next gathering. Her understanding of inter-tribe relations is commendable, and her perspective is strangely detached, Tadhla thinks. Almost too unbiased. But she is articulate and quick with her thoughts, and she accepts corrections with grace and curiosity. It’s not hard to see why people like her. 



As the night wears on, people start to leave. The sun will not hold itself back in consideration for anyone—the day will start at sunrise regardless of the activities of the night past. Tadhla prepares to leave too. She has a hunt scheduled in the evening. A tired Falcon is of little use. 



She turns away from the bonfire after bidding the Matriarch goodbye, blinking rapidly to rid her vision of the bright afterimage of the flames. 



The darkness outside the ring of light the fire offers is almost disconcerting after the liveliness of the gathering. It’s quiet, so quiet that even the most well-concealed footsteps sound magnified to her. 



She turns abruptly, unsure of who she will be facing. The Tanit women respect her boundaries as a Falcon, and the men don’t dare approach her anyway. 



She is simultaneously surprised and not surprised to see Jeht. 



“What is it?” she says. 



Jeht fiddles awkwardly with a bit of yarn. “I know we’re not supposed to mingle with you Falcons, but…”



She hesitates, and Tadhla takes the pause as an opportunity to leave. 



“Wait!” Jeht catches up to her. “I was hoping I could walk you to your tent.”



Tadhla says nothing. She doesn’t know what to say. 



“It’s just that… despite being a matriarchy, I can’t seem to find too many women warriors, you know? So I just want some company.”



“The warriors are all at the borders of the camp, under temporary mercenary or guard contracts, or executing the instructions of the Matriarch,” Tadhla says. “If you haven’t seen anyone, it is because the tribe is thriving. A tribe whose warriors stay at home is a tribe on the brink of death.”



Jeht huffs. “I know that. But it doesn’t change the fact that you’re one of the few around my age too, you know?”



Tadhla glances at her from the corner of her eye. 



“Falcons do not maintain relations of any kind,” she says firmly, and enters her tent without waiting to hear Jeht’s response. 



She hears Jeht click her tongue in annoyance, hears her footsteps receding. Tadhla wonders again if she has any stories of the world beyond the tribe and the hunt. As she falls asleep, she sees disjointed fragments of Jeht surrounded by flowers, Jeht standing on the steps of mysterious ruins, Jeht shielding herself against a sandstorm.  




The third time they meet, Tadhla shoots her. Thankfully, she recognised Jeht the instant before she released the bow. The shot did not kill her.



“Why are you here,” she snarls, frustrated. Jeht glares back, shaking her bleeding arm and readjusting her hold on her blades. 



“I should be asking you that, Falcon.”



“It’s my duty to be here,” Tadhla says. “The Northerners are my prey on this hunt.”



“And Elder Mustafa is mine,” Jeht says. 



“The Matriarch’s orders?” Tadhla asks, despite herself. 



She doesn’t fully understand what’s happening in the tribe, but something about the way all eight of the Elders were exposed as traitors around the same time, something about Matriarch Babel using someone new to the tribe to execute the Elders the rest of them have known and looked up to, feels off. But it’s not her place to question it, so she does not respond to Jeht’s nod of confirmation.



“Since we’ve scattered each other’s prey, how about we track them together and get our work done?” Jeht says. 



Tadhla nods. She doesn’t particularly want to spend so much time so close to Jeht and her charm, bright energy and pretty laugh. But she has no choice, not when the alternative is returning to her master empty-handed. What use is a falcon that cannot even hunt paltry Northerners?



“Great.” Jeht’s smile is a brilliant thing, radiant as the sparks of sunlight on clear water. “Let’s start with your prey. Mine is easier to catch, after all.”



Tracking with Jeht, Tadhla finds, is surprisingly easy. She’s fast and nimble and completely unafraid, leaping into battle with the confidence of a seasoned warrior. They manage to gather several types of spores and the weak but useful venom of the common scorpions that roam the desert without losing time. 



They track their prey for the better part of the day—both Elder Mustafa and the Northerners seem to have moved together the whole way, by a stroke of luck. By the time they see the telltale tendril of smoke in the sky and the characteristic tent of the Northerners, they are halfway across the desert. 



“See you soon,” Jeht calls softly, and then she’s running towards the tent, fast as lightning, quiet as a mouse. 



Tadhla raises her bow and calls on the power of anemo. 



The Northerners around the fire startle when the Elder’s head rolls off his body, apparently without reason. Then, Jeht pops up from behind the body, and chaos erupts.



On their way, Tadhla and Jeht had fought together enough that they work seamlessly with each other. Most of Tadhla’s arrows are less to kill and more to create currents of anemo that swirl Jeht’s hydro and turn them into needle-sharp shards of water. For her part, Jeht fights with abandon, trusting Tadhla to watch her back.



They make short work of their prey. It’s over so quickly that Tadhla accidentally fires an arrow towards the camp, arms moving automatically in the rhythm they had fallen into. 



Jeht steps aside in time and looks up at Tadhla, the surprise on her face clear even through the distance. As if in slow motion, Tadhla watches the air column from her arrow pick up the drops of Jeht’s hydro and the blood of their prey in a swirl of droplets that sparkle like precious gems around Jeht. Jeht turns her attention to the sight too, mouth open in wonder. 



She follows the trajectory of the droplets, only looking away when they fall to the ground, devoid of all beauty again.



“We make a great team,” she calls as Tadhla approaches. Tadhla simply starts stripping the bodies off valuables, choosing not to respond. She’s afraid. She has never been afraid in her life, but the thought of allowing herself to call Jeht a friend, to enjoy spending time with her, is terrifying. One of them will have to die, and Tadhla knows she cannot live if she snuffs the flame—the bonfire—that Jeht is. So she hides, uses her silence like a wall.



Jeht sighs and cuts a lock of the Elder’s hair off carefully. Proof of her success. Tadhla does not ask what Matriarch Babel has promised her in exchange for this violence. She knows killing another person never gets easier, no matter how many euphemisms one spins around terms like falcons and prey. She hopes it’s worth it, that Jeht knows what she’s doing and how to get what she wants.



They start their journey homewards in silence that grows increasingly suffocating—to Tadhla, at least. 



“Where are you from?” she asks finally. 



Jeht glances at her in surprise, but answers. “I don’t know, actually. My parents…” she shakes her head. “Can you keep a secret?”



Tadhla looks her in the eye. “Only if you can. No one should know we spoke at all, let alone about any of this.”



“Of course.” Jeht smiles. “I knew I could trust you.”




The fourth time they meet, Jeht is with Azariq again. She’s talking animatedly, loping along to match his longer stride. 



Tadhla glances at her just in time to catch Jeht turn towards her, but neither of them say anything. The moment passes so quickly that not even Azariq notices her.



Tadhla continues walking. In part, she’s relieved. Jeht is not a risk, and so, is not at risk. Another part of her aches, though.  A small void behind her ribs that mourns the loss of something that could have been, an alternate life. 



But she will forget this soon enough. Tadhla raises her head to look at the cloudless sky, where she belongs. 



A Falcon’s talons cannot hold something as fragile as a human heart, after all.
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