
Under A Lovelier Sun
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Her mother used to say that behind every Sumeruan was a heart encased in flowers, of vine-like veins that stretch beneath the flesh and bone. She said that those of the rainforest had blood of nectar and tree sap, while her father said that those of the desert had the kiss of Al-Ahmar’s sun on their skin, and the stone will of an overarching canyon.

Her mother used to take her little palm in hers, on long journeys when the days were hot and the water was sparse. Where the swaying of her mother’s footsteps would lull her into a dreamworld where stars walked with two feet, and a home could be seen above them in the constellations stretching above the vast, lonely desert.

Those days, she was hardly larger than an ajilenakh nut, and her mother would lean down to pick up sand that trickled and seeped between the fingers of her enclosed fist, and tell her stories.

She’d say that each grain of desert sand held the will of Al-Ahmar, the strength of his legacy, and that each oasis found was a gift from Lord Kusunali to fulfill the wishes of her tired, thirsty people.

Her mother used to say that the Eremites had a will that could rival gods, that they had a strength so bone-deep and unwavering that those of the rainforest could never begin to comprehend, unswayed by hellish heat and the long uneven lands of the desert. She used to say that that was what had enraptured her when she first met Jeht’s father.

She told Jeht to be proud of her desert heritage, to never once let this pride waver. No matter how much the forestfolk feared you, no matter how hard they try to keep you out, beat you down, take everything away from you. 

No matter how many walls they build or how many stories they spread, how many laws they make, how many times they’ve turned their blades against you and let the blood of Al-Ahmar’s children spill into the white desert sand until they’re faded and forgotten in his dunes. 

No matter how much they try to whittle you down, tear you apart, break you to pieces — Jeht, you must always be proud, proud, proud, to be a child of the Sumeru desert, of the Scarlet King, of your broken, beautiful people.

She’d take your little hand in her palm, caramel brown against fair peach, press a kiss on it with petal-pink lips, and look at you with the gaze of a mother hell-bent on giving her child hope, on holding her child close in a cruel, cruel world where things were not fair, not perfect, but so long as she believed it is, maybe that belief would carry a long way. She’d look at you with the summer dusk melting behind those gold-honey eyes, like a blazing furnace behind those irises, and you almost believe her. You almost believe the words of your mother. You almost believe in your people.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Babel had sent Jeht once on a hunt to find some Tanit traitor. A woman who had fled the tribe without a word, had deserted her own people like the selfish coward she had revealed herself to be.

And when Jeht found her, seized her, threw her on the hard ground pressing hard against her heel, she realized that she had those same eyes. The same honey-gold. The same desert sunset burning like a furnace in the reflection. Those same petal pink lips, but instead of sweet smiles and lullabies, they were contorted into twisted pain and bleeding fear, terror, murky choking horror like sinking quicksand. 

Jeht had felt her swallow against her heel. Dry.

Then the woman coughed. Drier. She coughed again, and again. And again. And again.

Jeht pushed her heel harder into her neck, and the coughs choked into weighty silence.

“I asked you a question.”

The woman’s eyes were bulging, a plea, a lifeline, and Jeht released her foot. 

The woman gasped, scratchy and grating, and had tried to choke out a word. A sentence.

And when Jeht finally threw her a flask, she downed the water like a starving sumpter beast.

“I… she… I left the tribe months ago.” She rasped out, and crawled over to her. Cupping her hands before her chest, looking up at Jeht like she was a savior, like she was her last dying mercy. 

Like she was Al-Ahmar and the only living salvation of hers left in this cold, lonely desert.

“Please… please. I have nothing else to say.”

“Why did you leave?” Jeht leaned down. Cupped the woman’s cheek. Brought her closer to her face so she could have a good look at those amber eyes, her mother’s eyes.

Then she sunk her nails into her mother’s cheeks, hard, ignoring the cries of pain and the sobs and the wet tears that dripped into her nails, and repeated, louder, “why did you leave?”

The woman was sobbing, weeping, and those sunset eyes melted into sand water, blurred and filled to the brim with simple desperation, “I fled. To get to the Akademiya, the rainforest. I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t. I needed to leave. For a new life. A new life for my—”

The woman stopped, then, and Jeht’s nails stopped digging.

Jeht let go. She stood up and stepped over the woman, walking over to the tent, and before long the woman started scrambling, begging, screaming.

She got on her knees, crawling, and hugged Jeht’s legs, “no. No no no no no, not my daughter, please. Keep her out of this. I’ll do anything, I’ll say anything, I’ll give you my money, my good, I’ll cut my limbs for you, just not my daughter.”

Jeht has ignored her mother’s screams, and opened the flap of the tent.

She saw herself.

A sleeping child, with pigtails spread across two pillows, barely two, almost three years old. It’s strange that the child would have slept through such a loud altercation between her and her mother, and a quick glance at the sunken cheeks, the ragged breathing and the clusters of ointments and medication peppering the small tent was all the indication Jeht needed as to why the woman needed to leave to leave for the rainforest in the first place.

The woman was still hugging her foot, dignities washed away like a mud-lake, clinging to Jeht like she was the last oasis in the hell that is the Desert of Hadramaveh.

Oh, she had begged. Begged like a dog, on all fours, panting. Sobbing.

“Please. Please.” She had whispered, tears dripping in wet sheets onto Jeht’s calves and ankles, “anything. But not my daughter.”

And Jeht—

She breathed in slowly. Took a few steps back.

To this day she still isn’t sure what came over her — she, who had without flinch nor falter cut down the lives, the flower hearts, of the village elders with their screams in her ears and their blood on her hands, hair, face.

She, who had seen the blackest sins of the Tanit first hand, sins that she had committed personally, in the dark and starless shadows, where Al-Ahmar’s rays didn’t reach.

Perhaps it was those eyes.

Yes, those pleading, sunset eyes, of a mother, of her mother, for her child, that was what caused her to make the decision that day.

“Get up.” Jeht had ordered, and the lady scrambled up, head kept low.

She threw a roll of parchment at the woman, who let it hit her, snagging her cheek and leaving a pale slither of a scratch before falling limp to the ground. The woman scrambled to pick it up, unraveling it to reveal a map.

Jeht pointed to a spot, “we’re here.” Then she pointed to another spot, “that’s Caravan Ribat. You’ll find a proper healer there.”

The lady just held the map in trembling hands, and said in a broken whisper, “excuse me?”

Jeht threw something else at her, heavier, and that time the lady did catch it. A compass.

“Yours is useless and broken. It’s been taking you in circles.”

The woman’s cheeks reddened, and she had burst into another sob, throwing herself down to her knees, forehead against Jeht’s feet. Except this time, these wails weren’t of desperation, begging, or a last dying plea for mercy. 

No, these cries were ones ignited with the furnace of rekindled hope. Like the first sliver of silver lining after a rough and sunless storm.

Jeht had leaned down. Patted the woman’s hair. Her mother’s hair. Stroked it.

And then she pulled on it. Hard.

The woman gasped sharply, a hiss behind her teeth, and Jeht had leaned forward until her lips brushed the mother’s ears.

She remembers whispering menacingly, “you will stay there while your daughter is recovering. You will not breathe a word to anyone about this. Not to the Tanit, not to Caravan Ribat, not to anyone. And as of right now, this exchange between us didn’t happen. Understood?”

The threat, it seemed, fell on deaf ears, since the light in the woman’s sunset eyes was still filled to the brim with disgusting, pathetic gratitude. 

“Yes. Yes. Thank you. Thank you, young lady— ma’am— miss—”

Jeht turned without another word. She heard her voice call out that she had left her flask of water, but she just walked away faster.

And when Babel asked her what had happened of the traitor, why Jeht didn’t bring her head back like promised, she said the sands of Al-Ahmar had claimed the woman and her child, and the two were lost bodies, buried and nested beneath his dunes.

She wasn’t questioned further, because even Babel knew the will of the desert was not something to be taken lightly.
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Back when she used to travel with her father, they had a system that worked for them through the years. She would hunt and he would cook, she’d set up camp and he’d scout the area, she’d rest first and he’d take watch.

To the old Jeht, such things were like tedious chores, one of the curses that came with living as a nomad. As a child, she often thought her father cruel, to shove these responsibilities onto her when really, shouldn’t parents be the ones who care and the kids the ones to be cared for?

It was only after everything that had happened, with that bastard Samail and the encounter at Khaj-Nisut, that she realized just how much of a sheltered life she had been living up to this point.

As desertfolk, the rough road was one that was home. She’s certain those of the rainforest will never understand the triumph that comes with finding an empty and secluded cave, a cool and lush oasis, an enemy camp long deserted but still in good use.

Jeht didn’t realize it then, but her father… he taught her how to survive. How to hunt quicksand eels and skin a scorpion for dinner. He taught her when and how to sense the turbulent rush of a sandstorm coming their way, and the most ideal ways to avoid it. He taught her how to bandage blistered heels and the best ways to find water.

On the same coin, it was only after he had left that she found that there were many, many things he kept from her.

He didn’t let her feel the bitter cold of the desert nights because the fire was always closest to her bed, and there would always be a thick quilt covering her shoulders. 

He never let her feel the hellish heat of noon, because he always found shade to rest for an hour or two during that time. 

He never let her see how tired he was feeling, or how scared, and most of all, he never showed her how such a world out there was as fickle and heartless as she had come to only recently understand.

Perhaps she resents him a little for that.

More often than not, irrational bursts of emotion needle its way into her like insects digging into her skin. Grief is the first wave, but it’s hot and liquid anger that is always quick to follow. It engulfs her like an inferno.

She hates him for lying, for leaving. For not preparing her for all this blood and backstabbing and broken trust. She blames him for the way she was used, heartstrings plucked like the devil’s lyre, and discarded once the strings played music no more.

He didn’t warn her how cruel the world really was and in the end, she paid a hefty price for having faith in her people.

There are days when she wonders if things might have been a little different, if she were raised a dainty daughter of a researcher back in the lands of the forest. If her father was the one to pass away instead of her mother, and Ufairah Hindi ended up raising her orphaned child.

Maybe she would still be cradled against her mother’s chest, maybe she’d still hold tight in her heart this devout, deluded idea of innate goodness and hope. A love of humanity, a pride in her people.

Instead of scars on her arms and an inferno of carnage in her wake. Instead of an army of ghosts whose souls she had personally purged following her every step, creeping beneath her eyelids when no one’s there to see her cry, hear her screams from within the folds of her skeletal nightmares. 

Instead of sullied hands redder than redcrests, drip drip drip and staining the white sloping sand with every step she takes, a sea of sludge and death like a baleful omen that clings to her ankles and skin and hair, pulling her down, down, down. Into the ground, below the sand. Into acid flames and the burning hellfire of Al-Ahmar’s wrath.

Instead of a drained, irredeemable sinner on a vast and lonely road.

Such thoughts are useless, of course, considering her current situation. Benben by her side is a comfort, but a small one. It’s neither flesh nor bone, it can’t wipe her tears when she wakes up screaming and calling for her father, it can’t hug her tight until the storm in her lungs finally slows down, it can’t sing her mother’s lullabies and kiss away her tears and hold her tight against its chest until all the nightmares vanish in mist.

But still, it’s company, and in a barren world like the one Jeht finds herself in, it really is the best thing she has to family. And archons, isn’t that pathetic?
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Which is why she feels bitter relief upon running into the traveler one day, by chance, settled down in a camp under the shade of an arching ridge.

As she draws closer, and the girl and her companion notice her, she’s able to see that there are three resting places prepared rather than the usual two, and an excess of unfamiliar luggage put to one side that can’t possibly be Lumine’s.

The traveler, of course, is delighted beyond words to see her again, and they make light and casual small talk. 

The touchier topics are steadfastly avoided as Lumine prods her for anecdotes of her travels and questions about how Benben has been keeping up. It’s been a mere few months since the incident with the Tanit, but both Jeht and the traveler know just how deep a scar Babel’s ruthless agenda truly left.

Jeht laughs and gives her half-truths. She says that she feels like a lone wolf now, that Benben is a comfort and her best friend. She tells her that learning and experience is part of life, and that the past is behind her. 

She tells Lumine that she’s okay with the life that stretches before her now, but she doesn’t mention the tears, or the bruises on her knuckles, or all the sleepless nights or the countless failed attempts to reunite with her parents once and for all.

Benben and Paimon beside them are alive and cheerful, blitzing and twirling with the air of a gleeful reunion.

It’s close to sunset as they speak, and Jeht tries not to react to the tangy shades of pink and dusty violet casting fleeting shadows across Lumine’s face. 

“Would you like to stay for dinner?” The traveler asks with a soft smile, and Jeht definitely can feel the heat spring to her ears and neck and cheeks.

“That sounds great, actually.” Is her reply, and she chooses not to mention that she and Benben had stopped for food an hour before this.

She tells herself it’s because of her desperation for some living, breathing, human company that she so steadfastly accepts the offer, and absolutely not because it’s Lumine who’s offered.

As they make their way back to their camp and settle down, Jeht notices there is no food at the makeshift grill, nor any meat nearby, and is also starkly reminded of the presence of extra luggage that does not belong to the traveler.

“Is someone else traveling with you?” She tries to sound casual as she settles down, one knee pulled up to her chest and left palm cupping her cheek.

The girl nods, “a friend of ours. She’s desertfolk like yourself, and has just gone out to get some food. She should be back any minute now.”

“… I see.”

“Hm?” Lumine blinks, “is something wrong?”

Shit, that obvious? 

“No? What makes you say that?” Jeht reaches a hand up to fiddle with a dangling pigtail swaying in the faint freeze, “I was just thinking… it’s been a while since I’ve spoken to anyone outside of Benben. Heck, you’re the first real people I’ve properly spoken to in ages.”

“Don’t worry, Jeht! Paimon is sure you’ll warm right up to Dehya in no time! She’s just that kind of person.” The pixie flitters closer, hands on hips and a wide smile.

She snorts, “let’s hope so. It’s been a long time since I’ve spoken to desertfolk that wasn’t an interaction ending with me tearing their limbs apart one by one.”

All at once she sees an image of a thin, sickly girl, and a weeping mother, groveling at her knees, and she closes her eyes firmly to settle her stomach.

“…” Paimon turns a sickly green at that, slowly inching away back to the traveler.

She opens her eyes, “… only joking. You’re too easy, Paimon.”

The fairy lets out a sigh of relief, “well, that’s good! Jeht can be very scary sometimes, so you never know.”

She smiles tightly, but says nothing.

Lumine — who knows, of course, just how true her words really were — just looks at her with eyes glazed in multiple emotions. Namely, pity.

Jeht fucking hates it.

But she could never be mad at Lumine. Never in a million years. The sky could fall and the stars could burn and her parents could even return, but she swore that day of the siege with Babel that she would never show the traveler hostility ever again.

So instead, she continues talking, “I’m not going to pretend things have been easy, but being alone with Benben as my companion is a lot more appealing than trying to find another tribe to accept me in. In fact,” her lips curl into a snarl, “I’ve been doing the opposite. The Tanit may be dispersed now, and that two-faced bitch may be six feet under, but there’s so many more like them. So much more. I’ve seen them on my journey, and I don’t plan to stay idle and let this stand any longer.”

The traveler, Paimon and even Benben seem to freeze.

“You’re wandering alone?” The girl frowns, “Jeht, why didn’t you tell me? I could help, you know. I’m your friend.”

“Oh, Lumine,” Jeht breathes, “you’ve done enough. You’ve done more than enough. But this is my road to walk. I can’t — I won’t — risk getting you involved in my story once again. Not after last time.”

“But—” Lumine tries to protest, but Jeht doesn’t let her finish.

“I won’t let you get dragged in the dirt for things I’ve done, Lumine.” Jeht says firmly, but there’s an obvious, pleading urge behind those words, “please. Just let me do this. In a way, everything that’s happened — from father’s death, Azariq’s, even Babel’s. I need this. I need to…”

She trails off. Needs to what? Walk it off? Atone? Be alone?

She says these words with absolute confidence to Lumine’s shining face, but she can feel the jagged lies of her words clog her throat. She doesn’t want to be alone, archons, she doesn’t want to walk away from Lumine again. She doesn’t want to be left in a purgatory of sand, with nothing but Benben and the memories of those who have died at her hands to follow close behind as her only company in a solitary world.

She wants to forget, she wants to laugh. She wants to hold Lumine’s hand in one palm and her father’s in another.

But that kind of futile hope is a sweet, sweet torture. Only the most naive will view it as a luxury, and Jeht knows better than to indulge such wishful thinking. Atonement is where her future lies, and the desert is wide and vast, for the ghosts to follow her. The nights are long and cold, for the nightmares to pull her under.

A future in hell’s furnace is the only future left for sinners like her.

“But…”

“But?”

Lumine looks at her, “are you sure this is the right choice? Jeht, when will you realize you don’t have to be alone? It won’t help you. Believe me.”

“Of course it will. It will, I know it will. I think it’ll help me move on, I think it’ll really allow me to heal after everything that’s happened.”

Her mother used to say that for every lie she told, each prayer she’d make to the gods would be sent back unheard, and that one calamity of misfortune would be placed in her way as penance for speaking the untruth. A baseless superstition brewed up by a parent to discipline her child, but still even now the lie on her tongue feels like acid, poison, like unspeakable blaspheme towards the gods that will in good time come to rear its head on her like fickle karma.

Lumine, upon seeing her steely resolve, concludes that it’s not worth arguing with her on that front and just sighs, “well, have you at least been well? Is Benben keeping you good company?”

“Benben is great.” Jeht grins,.”really. We’re buds. It’s nice having it by my side through my journey. It gets a bit boring sometimes. And like I said before, I’ve come across more than a few other Eremite tribes while I’ve been alone. I used to think they may be able to tell me more about the Tanit. Maybe, I don’t know, Babel is still alive or something—” she swallows against her dry throat upon realizing how that sounds, ridiculously hopeful that one of her sworn enemies is alive. 

But the ugly truth is that, simply, Jeht wishes she was. She wants someone to look for, she wants revenge to satiate her, to drive her, give her a purpose. 

A reason to let the anger in to keep the guilt locked out.

Lumine must sense it, because her lips purse disapprovingly, which is definitely not adorable, “she’s dead, Jeht.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. She’s gone, the Tanit are gone. I’ve been told multiple times by these guys, when forced.”

“Forced?” Paimon pipes up with a frown, “what do you mean ‘forced’?”

“Let’s just say I have ways of getting information I want out of people.”

“Jeht,” there’s a strange tone in Lumine’s voice, one that sends chills down her spine. She’s heard it before, this frigidity, but never directed at herself before, “have you been torturing the Eremite mercenaries you come across in order to try and get information from them?”

“Well, yeah,” Jeht replies, a little defensively, “what, am I supposed to show them compassion? Aren’t they the bad guys? I’m not out mass-murdering anyone I come across, but the ones who truly deserve it, the shittiest, scummiest sinners sullying Al-Ahmar’s plains— they deserve every second of it.”

Lumine doesn’t look like she shares the logic of that sentiment, but Jeht continues anyway, “Listen, Lumine, I’ve learnt my lesson. My father didn’t trust any other mercenaries and tribes. I didn’t listen to him, and look where that wound me up. I’m not making the same mistake twice. These people, they’re nothing but dogs willing to do anything for their own selfish gain. So what if I’ve taken out a few tribes? They deserved it.”

Lumine, all things considered, still looks reasonably calm in the face of this heavy revelation. Then again, she’s been witness to the battles of gods and corruption of the divine, of mystic beasts and the depths of the abyss, so Jeht would imagine it would take a lot to sway someone like her.

Paimon, on the other hand, looks sick to her stomach.

“Don’t look at me like that. You know I’m right.” she laughs, leaning back. 

This makes Lumine’s frown deepen. 

Does she sound hysterical? Is this what hysterical people sound like? But she’s perfectly fine! 

“They don’t give me much information when asked about the Tanit, but I’ve uncovered a great deal more than just that.” She continues, “Almost all have stolen goods, some have stolen women and children. The other day, I saw a caravan of merchants with a girl barely fourteen, trapped in a cage and looking like she hadn’t eaten in days. She was wearing nothing. She had bite marks over her skin. Bleeding out in the places where they’d touched her repeatedly. They’re monsters, Lumine, they deserve a fate worse than death, worse than any punishment imaginable.”

Lumine looks sad, though. So, so, sad. “Of course they do. They do. But, are you sure this is you? Are you sure you want mo— their lives on your conscience? Just because they deserve it doesn’t make the blood any less real.”

She was going to say more. She was going to say more lives on your conscience. Even Lumine, sweet hopeful Lumine, knows the state of Jeht’s muddied, broken slate.

But what she doesn’t know is that Jeht’s redcrest hands are redder than ever. They can’t be sullied anymore than they already are. She’s a sinner without hope for salvation so the least she can do is drag a few more sinners to burning hell alongside her.

“This isn’t you, Jeht.” Continues Lumine, slowly, “What would your father say about all this?”

“My father is dead.” Jeht suddenly snaps. “What would he say, anyway? He was a coward. He ran from his problems instead of facing them head on. He should have challenged Babel when he knew what she stood for. Maybe then, so many things would have been avoided. Perhaps even mother could still be here. No.” She raises her head, “I don’t care if this ‘isn’t me’. I’m doing what I have to do, or I’m going to die trying.”

“You don’t have to do this. It’s okay to seek refuge. It’s okay to join a new tribe, meet some other desertfolk. You’re Eremite yourself. They’re your own people..”

“The last time I trusted my own people, I was used as a killing machine and pitted against you.”

“And so what? That changes things, does it? Jeht.” And for the first time, Lumine’s soft voice is raised ever so slightly, “Please stop for a moment and think. If not for other people, then for yourself. Do you really think you can keep this up before you’re found dead in the sand? Alone? Or worse, before you face off against a group that’s strong enough to knock some sense into you?”

“I did consider that, yes. In fact, the bastards I came across the other day mistook me for that ‘Flame-Mane’, one of the more famous names of the desert. I’ve heard of her, and began to wonder whether I really would meet someone like that. Someone who I wouldn’t be able to overpower so easily. But I still stand by what I said. These sands need to be purged clean of people like them. And I’m willing to die trying.”

Lumine looks exasperated, and worried, and annoyed enough to consider getting up and trying to knock some sense into her. Despite the situation, a small part of Jeht really hopes she does.

But it’s at that moment that a new presence graces their company.

“I’m back.”

Turning her head, Jeht sees that it’s a woman. She’s tall, with deep tan skin and hair tinted with dusky hues of blonde spilling down her back. Her eyes are a striking blue, almost cobalt, and boring straight into hers. Striking blue, just like her father’s.

She holds a sort of lethal beauty, Jeht thinks, but also an air of dominance that fills the air with her presence. Her right arm is lined with metal, rigid armor, whereas her left is kept relatively bare. In her right hand is a bundle of dead vultures, tied together with a rope by the legs, while in her other is a nest of eggs.

“Who’s your friend?”

Considering the topic of their last conversation, Jeht had expected Lumine to be relieved at the interruption. But if anything, she and Paimon look even more worried as they exchange a glance, before getting up.

“Dehya,” says Lumine slowly, “you’re back. This is Jeht. She’ll be joining us for a while.”

The woman stares at her for a beat or two, eying her up and down for a few moments, before smiling, “Hello there, Jeht.”

And suddenly, Jeht realizes why the pair look so uneasy. This woman herself is a mercenary. And an awfully strong one at that.

Jeht’s almost insulted that both Lumine and Paimon look prepared to break up a fight that might spring up between the two. She’s not stupid. She knows that any friend of the traveler is bound to be decent.

“Nice to meet you, Dehya.”

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

There are a number of things Jeht learns about the strange woman during their time together.

Oddly enough, it’s Dehya who offers to let her stay with them for more than just dinner.

It’s a relief, of course, because she had definitely wanted to, but didn’t think to ask for fear of pushing boundaries. Lumine had helped so much, way too much, for Jeht to feel comfortable imposing on her hospitality once again.

As it turns out, Dehya traveling with Lumine was not a planned encounter. She had business in the desert, though wouldn’t disclose what, which is what led her to accompany the traveler through her exploration for the time being.

And so, the following few days are spent just that. Each had unique purposes for being there. Lumine in particular came for treasure hunting and ruin-scouring, exploring the maze of puzzles and primal constructs below the ground, while Dehya kept her assigned mission under lock and key.

She has a warmth, Jeht notes, that simply radiates off of her. Her laughter is hearty, her remarks are kind. She’s always touching up her makeup and dusting sand off her hair, always checking her companions for injuries and offering to carry Paimon if the heat becomes too much.

Jeht also sees a side of her that isn’t so warm, so embracing. She’s a ruthless fighter on the field, she slays beasts and enemies with strength that Jeht cannot help but feel slack-jawed awe for. Even her father, this woman would give a run for his money.

She’s has this sort of magnetic pull, like someone who demands attention, who can’t help but draw stares. She’s beautiful, lethal, like a lioness on the prowl, with a friendly purr but a bite that can rip apart your flesh and bones. It’s exhilarating and terrifying at the same time. Jeht feels herself drawn, over and over, sneaking glances as they trudge through the ankle deep fire sand and during lunch breaks at camp sites. Not in the same way she’s drawn to Lumine, nothing could ever be the same as her being drawn to Lumine, but all the same Jeht finds herself enraptured by this woman, this Dehya.

She also notices that, despite being a native, the woman often stops at particular times and places. Like, whenever they reach places of interest — be it an oasis, or a far-reaching cliff, or clusters of villages selling carpets and spices and skinned eels — and marks them on her map. 

One time, in the evening dusk, when she had returned with food, against the faded twilight backdrop, the figure of Dehya had melted away into that of her father, and suddenly all Jeht could see was his gruff smile with food under his arm, walking towards her, towards their camp.

Her lungs had closed up so fast that she barely had time to mumble that she wasn’t hungry before launching herself into her tent, her breathless gasps and sobs muffled by the her pillow and the sharp weight of Benben pressing into her shoulder.

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

At first, Jeht had assumed Dehya’s strange patterns and behaviors had something to do with her assignment, but sooner or later realized that all the locations shared a common correlation in that they were all destinations fit for a… tourist.

So she confronts her about it.

“Are you planning a trip or something?”

Dehya laughs, “you’re sharp, tiger. What gave it away?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe the fact that you felt the need to mark Aaru Village on your map.” She deadpans. “What’s this even for?”

Dehya falls silent for a few moments before opening her mouth, “I promised someone very special to me that I’d take her on a trip to the desert. She’s been asking for a while, but a lot of things got in the way, until now.”

“I see.” She says slowly, “is she forestfolk?”

Dehya nods, “yes. The daughter of the Homayani family, though I doubt you’ll know them.”

“I do, actually,” she pipes up, “I hear that the leader of the Blazing Beasts, the ‘Flame-Mane’, was hired as a bodyguard for that family.”

“Oh yeah?” She casts a sideways glance at her, “and what do you think?”

“Of what?”

“Her. Blazing Beasts in general, I guess.”

“What’s there to think about? The Blazing Beasts, the Flame Mane, all I’ve got going for them is their reputation.” Jeht shrugs, kneeling down and letting the sweltering sand seep between her fingers and warm her palms. Which is a mistake, because now she’s suddenly reminded of sunset eyes and the voice of her mother, and she swallows the memory whole and feels it settle into the pits of her stomach like lead.

She clenches the sand between her fingers. Tightly. Enough to feel it imprinted on her skin, millions of marks sunken deep into the curve of her palm, and keeps her gaze down. 

The sun above her is blocked by an abrupt shadow, and Dehya’s foot comes into vision before her. 

Jeht doesn’t look up at the woman, because if she does look into those blue eyes she’ll see her father, his hair, his smile — or lack thereof. She’ll see her mother too, just because it seems that everywhere she turns she’ll see her mother.

She swallows and tries to smile, “I suppose you must have met her, huh?”

She feels Dehya sit down next to her, “who?”

“Flame-Mane. Whatever her name is.”

Dehya falls silent, so long in fact that it’s only when Jeht decides she’s not going to speak at all that the woman finally says, in a low and quiet voice, “no. I don’t think I know much about her either.”

In the silence that follows, they sit. The air is characteristically humid, but for some reason there’s a chill that accompanies it, and Jeht suddenly realizes with a random and sudden clarity that she really has overstayed her welcome.

The desert is vast, the journey long, and Al-Ahmar knows she needs to get a move on, that this trip with Lumine is but temporary respite in her eternal penance, her rosary of guilt to be fingered for a lifetime.

She stands up without a word.

“It was nice meeting you, Dehya.”

If Dehya thinks the sudden departure strange, she doesn’t reveal it, remaining sat on the sloping sand and looking up at her through half-lidded eyes, “what do I tell Lumine?”

“She knows I can’t stay. I should leave.”

“Let’s not be so hasty, tiger.”

“Don’t call me that.” She snaps, “I’m not— not—”

Not what? Not a child? Not your child? Not your friend? Not a good person? 

Not anything.

“And your little pyramid robot? What about it?”

Oh yeah. Benben.

Finally, Dehya hauls herself up, on two heels, stretching her arms high over her head.

“Cmon. Lumine’s out having fun with some ruins with Benny and Paimon. She won’t be back for a while. Come with me.”

“I’m not—” Jeht tries to protest.

“You leave now and you’ll die within a week, kiddo.” Says Dehya without looking back, “at the very least, stop by Aaru Village. It’ll have all the supplies you need.”

Jeht swallows. She looks at the sun, the sky, her toes in the sand and the figure of Dehya that just grows smaller and smaller against a bright, burning sun.

She follows her.

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

Jeht had never been to Aaru Village. Her father preferred independence in every aspect of their life, whether it was the clothes on their back or the food they ate. On rare occasion when a visit to the place was inevitable, for work or for dire supplies, he’d leave Jeht at camp, and go ahead by himself.

She had asked why once, in that whiny tone from a faraway Jeht who knew nothing of the true world, back when she still had hope, and Jebrael had replied it was for her own safety. 

She remembered thinking how foolish it was, how ridiculous, that he thought her more safe in the open desert with all the scorpions and the quicksand and the storms, than in the comfort of Aaru Village, surrounded by her own people.

But betrayal has made her walls thicker, her mind sharper, and she understood now. People can whisper, people have hands to hold knives that can sink into your back so sharp you can hardly even feel it at first. The sea of sand didn’t have that. The will of Al-Ahmar didn’t have that.

So she feels it really is justified when — as she steps foot in the village for the first time in her life, crossing the rickety bridge swaying above a large gaping canyon — she can’t help but give everyone and anyone who so much as looks at her funny a glare that can kill, and almost jumps out of her skin every time she feels these strangers brush too close. Who’s to be surprised? It’s not like she gets out much, she’ll gladly admit that. 

It’s nice to see that Dehya, at least, seems to find all of this the pinnacle of all humor.

“Archons, aren’t you jittery as a boar?” The woman laughs, slinging an arm around her shoulder, “relax, kiddo. I have a feeling you’ll enjoy this place.”

The weight on Jeht’s shoulders feels like warmth bursting, and she slips out of the half-hug, feeling electric. Her skin burning, yearning, aching for contact. And it’s only then that she realizes how long it’s been since she’s felt genuine, intimate human comfort. Her father… well he wasn’t much of a hugger.

She swallows and blinks rapidly, speeding up faster and ignoring Dehya’s teases from behind her. 

She hears the woman introduce her to passing people, elderly, young, whatever. She can hear the laughs, the smiles, the questions. But to her it’s a blurry world of blurry voices, blurry faces, and soon the only thing she can hear is a loud, loud ringing in her ears that subsides only once she’s pulled away from the crowds and towards a house.

It’s humble, rather small and tucked quite nicely between two arching athel trees. The biggest relief is its distance from the main hub of the village — in a quiet little opening where the bustling and animation of everyone fades to a dim. The inside is relatively simple, home decor kept to a minimum and nothing overly fancy, but to someone like Jeht who’s lived the entirety of her life in camps and dusty caves, it’s like a five star inn.

For some reason she gets the feeling that this isn’t Dehya’s house, yet all the same the woman makes herself at home, chugging a glass of water, kicking off her boots, settling herself onto an armchair.

She gestures for Jeht to sit, but she doesn’t. She can’t help but look around, amazed by the most mundane things — high walls and the open aired windows, the pleated rug made from what looks like sumpter beast, the clean, running water from a metallic lever.

When Dehya gestures again, she finally obliges and takes a seat on the leather sofa beside her.

Dehya offers her a sip of her water and she accepts, amazed by the purity of it, crystal clear and sloshing in her cup. It’s only then that she realizes how thirsty she is, and when she downs the cup in one fell swig, she feels her head swimming with sharks and needling thoughts clear up like clouds.

It takes her a moment longer, then, to finally notice that another had graced their presence in this living room.

A woman.

She’s like a goddess, is Jeht’s first thought, with blue hair so strikingly similar to her own that for a delusional moment it’s like she’s staring at another version of herself — bigger, brighter, better. She’s adorned, head to toe, in gold. The rays of sunlight catch on it, casting her in a gilded glow, and those eyes, those eyes—

“Dehya.” The woman speaks softly, like honey, in quiet acknowledgement that suggests she’s all too used to the woman’s unannounced arrivals, “who’s this adorable friend of yours?”

“This is Jeht.” Says Dehya, “Jeht, this is Candace. The guardian of Aaru Village.”

And when Candace looks at her, it’s all Jeht can do to stare back, under the weight of those eyes, and will herself not to melt into a muddied puddle of saltwater tears.

When she realizes they’re waiting for a response, she blurts, “is this a friend of yours?”

Dehya nods and grins, “only the most reliable. If you ever need any assistance in Aaru Village, she’s the one you need. Just don’t get on her bad side, haha!”

Candace doesn’t confirm nor deny the statement, simply smiling, before saying softly, “make yourself at home, Jeht. Let Aaru Village remain a place of refuge for any travelers.” Then, she nods to the two of them, “I must leave for a moment, but please, make yourself at home, you two.”

And they do. Candace leaves, and Jeht doesn’t get a chance to ask for another glass of water before she’s seized by Dehya and dragged into the bustling heart of the village once more.

Except this time, with the older woman’s grip on her wrist, firm and gentle, tugging her down the stone steps and over to stalls on the dusty pathway, she doesn’t feel so suffocated anymore.

Dehya stops at a stall, where a woman is there selling powders of all colors imaginable, deep faded blue like her father’s hair and sunset honey like her mother’s eyes. Green like the heart of Kusunali and gold like the sun that beats over Al-Ahmar’s plains.

They spend a long time there. Dehya shows her each type of powder, the makeup. She breaks down in endearing, meticulous detail each palette, ranking them on texture, substance, ease of removal, and adherence with certain skin tones. She even buys Jeht a palette herself, turning an infuriating deaf ear to the girl protests and continues their shopping spree.

The most Jeht had ever gotten were simple tokens from her father — and even then only on special occasions like her birthday. Things like a new quilt he’d made himself, or cooking her favorite food for dinner even if it meant hunting down the most tedious creatures hiding deep in the desert’s web of caves and caverns. Nothing fancy, but always from the heart, and she never wanted anything more than that.

As Dehya spends more and more mora on her — buying her silken scarves and encrusted purses, sweet frothy drinks that cling to her lips after she’s finished with it, and the most archons-damned celestial harra fruit salad she’s ever tried — it feels so foreign, so unnatural, like she’s a character in the books her father would read to her before bedtime, and not her. Like she’s Ufairah Hindi of the Akademiya’s daughter, and not Jebrael of Thutmose’s.

She hates how unnatural it feels, and hates even more how much she relishes it.

Dehya takes her hands. She tells her stories. From the history of Aaru Village to the most recent events. Of the meeting which involved some General Mahamatra whose reputation was built on fear and a penchant for dry jokes, a cold-faced scribe who was “about as likable as an Activated fungus”, and of course Lumine. She tells her of a conspiracy dug up that was rooted at the very center of the Akademiya, blaspheme rearing on its head which culminated in a battle against a man-made god.

And Jeht listens, like it’s just another bedtime story.

Dehya gives her things she doesn’t need to have and tells her things she doesn’t need to know. They’re both well aware of this, and yet all the same Dehya keeps on giving, giving, giving and telling, telling, telling.

And Jeht—

Jeht lets her.

Candace joins them too, occasionally, and looking into those eyes feel a lot less suffocating when Jeht has harra salad in her mouth and Dehya’s stories to be lost in, in a warm summer night with the midnight moon hung high and bright in the cloudless sky.

Sometimes, when the moonlight reflects on Candace’s gold, she catches her own reflection staring back at her. 

And if she sees a girl, smiling for the first time since the world ate her up and spat her out again. Unbridled. Unhurt. Like everything has regained its color again, just for an evening. Like the muddied trenches of her past, Babel’s venom which sunk into her skin and turned her dendro-vine blood into black tar, was healed over, just for a moment. Just for an evening.

Well. She can allow herself to be lost in this delusion for one night. She can allow herself to forget, for one night.

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

One night stretches into a week. Her initial plan to take Benben and be off at the crack of dawn was evaporated into dust when both Dehya and Lumine insisted otherwise. For Lumine, it turned out Benben was rather useful in her current exploration of Al-Ahmar’s mausoleums, and that without it there would be no way for her to enter certain passages or complete certain puzzles. As for Dehya, her excuse was that if Jeht’s journey was going to be a long one, she needed to be well prepared. One day wasn’t going to cut it.

That was logical enough. After all, powdered makeup won’t exactly cook up her own meals or help fend her against monsters when she’s all alone, would it? Though the reality is, Jeht still isn’t sure what to do. Her preparations in the past consisted of the bare necessities — food, campfire wood, spare clothes. Anything else she needed would be dealt with along the way.

One day, she remembers running short on cloth when that time of the month had come, a week earlier than usual, and had erupted into a mesh of tears. Because that was the point of realization, really, at just how much she missed her father. That no matter how hard she’d tried to replicate him, replace his duties, she was still discovering all that he did behind the scenes — preparing for those days, taking care of her, settling every minute inconvenience with her only noticing once he’s gone.

It’s why, when Dehya asks her what sort of things she needs for her journey, what food, supplies, maps, compasses, clothing, communication, whatever — that she stares at her point blank for so long that the woman gets the hint.

“Is this… your first time traveling alone?” She raises a brow, teasing but no bite behind it.

Jeht bristles all the same, “no.” And it’s true. After her father passed, she was alone. After Babel cut her into a million jagged pieces, she was alone.

But this time feels different. And maybe it’s because it’s the first time, the very first time, that the world is stretched out before her with her safety net cut from her feet. The imprint of her past life fades into a dull aftertaste as she understands that this trip will be one that truly marks how truly, utterly isolated she really has become.

That should be a scary thought, or resentful at the very least, but all she feels is bone-deep exhaustion like a weight settling upon her shoulders. She swallows.

Dehya is saying something, and Jeht wills her ear to listen, “cmon, kid. I’ll help you pack.”

So she does. 

She buys her the sturdies sachet of crocodile leather, and prepares a list of everything she needs, from food and drink to toiletries.

She’s like a guide every step of the way, holding her hand as Jeht prepares for her journey of ten thousand steps, the next stage of life that was thrust into her like a child flung into the deep end of a lake. 

Every day, little by little, Jeht learns things from Dehya that she never knew before. She’s taught things her father never did. Things every girl should know, really, but Jeht didn’t, couldn’t. The correct way to apply powdered foundation, the right amount of kohl around her eyes. How to take care of your hair when too much sand gets in it, how to make it more bearable when it becomes dry and a pain in the ass to comb. And, upon request, how to make harra salad.

She’d take her hand in hers, sometimes, and give it a squeeze with a smile, a word, an assurance — and suddenly Jeht is a child again, feeling petal pink lips press against a baby’s palms, and feeling sunset gold eyes burst behind her eyelids.

Babel did this too. She’d take her hand like her mother did, she’d kiss her wounds the way a mother would. She’d feed her dinner like a mother, teach her like a mother. But in the end all that Jeht had left was a burning hole where her heart had been carved out, blood seeping out of her very pores.

She should have learnt better. She should know better than to let the baseless words of strangers lull her like a piper.

But as Dehya is combing her hair one night — thumbing through the strands and rubbing oil into her scalp with soothing, rhythmic movements — and Candace prepares some sweet herbal tea in the kitchen, smile patient and those eyes burning so brightly, she can’t. She just can’t. 

She pulls her knees up to her chest, feeling her throat close up and her breathing hitch, and Dehya stops combing. She hands her a tissue, she strokes her hair. Candace comes to wipe her tears, kiss her forehead, make her sip her tea. 

Candace grips her right palm and Dehya her left, and Jeht lets them.

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

On her last day of Aaru Village, she knows something is wrong before she even opens her eyes. The sunlight casting from the open window is a little too forceful, burning against her eyelids like Al-Ahmar himself is urging her to wake up. The house is unnaturally quiet, with no sign of Candace and Dehya. And when she steps outside, even the usual morning bustle of the village has lulled to an uneasy stop, into choking chilling silence save for the sound of leaves rustling in the early breeze.

She rushes out of the house, down the steps of the village, to see everyone gathered in one big cluster across the bridge. 

She can’t see what’s happening, but it looks like they’re surrounding a figure. As she draws closer, she can hear snippets and whispers around her.

“… yet another attack…”


“… poor lady…”



“… Flame-Mane…”


She catches sight of a familiar head, and goes over, “what’s going on?”

Dehya jumps, whirling to face her. Jeht tries to smile, but she doesn’t smile back, and that’s when Jeht realizes that something is deeply, incredibly wrong.

“Jeht.” Dehya says slowly, taking her carefully by the shoulders, “go back to Candace’s house. Now. You shouldn’t be here.”

“Why?” She frowns, “what’s going on? What’s happening?”

Dehya shakes her head, and her grip tightens, “just go. I’ll explain later. There’s nothing to see here.”

She tries to smile but Jeht can hear clear sounds now coming from the centre of the crowd. Sobs, cries.

So familiar it’s like a rock flung straight into her stomach.

She slips out of Dehya’s grip immediately, shoving her way through the crowd and ignoring the protests that follow behind her. She comes out in the middle of the circle.

There are two figures kneeling beside a little heap which takes her a beat or two to realize is a child. One of them is Candace, and the other—

Her breath hitches.

The other figure is a woman, kneeling over the child with shoulder-shaking sobs, hysterical gasps while Candace to her slowly and softly, rubbing gentle circles onto her back.

The child on the floor is pale, deathly pale, and Jeht doesn’t need to look any further to know the source of the mother’s anguish.

She feels the world sway under her feet, like a ticking pendulum rocking back and forth, and the world fades to black as the mother’s words wash over her like a flood of irrefutable, irredeemable karma.

“Farah!” She wails, clutching Candace’s shoulders with the desperation of a drowning person, a familiar sight that Jeht remembers a little too well, “my Farah, you need to help her! She— she— she’s not breathing— she—“

“Ma’am,” Candace replies carefully, taking the woman’s hands in hers. Wipes her tears. Another familiar sight. “Please breathe. I’m afraid no medication will be able to bring her back.”

And the woman screams. It’s pulled out of her like a possession, unholy shrieking wrung in the pain of a million cuts, the cry of a mother whose heart has been cut out before her eyes, “no, no, no, no, no, not Farah, not my Farah.”

Candace rubs her back again soothingly, murmuring quietly into her ear that Jeht can’t catch, but that only seems to amplify the mother’s hysterics.

“She killed her.” She rasps out in a jagged, coarse voice, low enough that hardly anyone could have heard.

But Jeht heard, and bile rises up into her throat.

She decides in a split second to be a coward, to listen to Dehya and go back to Candace’s hut. She’s about to turn on her heel.

But then the lady looks up, and their eyes meet, and the world — the whispering, the breeze, the blaringly loud beating of her own heart — crawls to a stand still.

Jeht feels herself locked under the weight of those bloodshot eyes, like ice has frosted over the hot, hellish desert, and she’s frozen with nowhere to run. Nowhere to look except forward. 

“You.” whispers the woman with a silent, twisted sort of mania lining her words. It’s like fire flooding out of her mouth. Like acid is being flung into Jeht’s face.

The sun is so bright, so forceful, that the woman looks to be almost glowing for a moment, while this heat pierces Jeht’s arms, neck, shoulders. Al-Ahmar’s punishment, his anger. She can feel it all. She absorbs it. 

Candace turns her head slowly to follow the woman’s gaze, eyes falling onto Jeht. Frowns.

And then she turns away, back to the woman, trying to help her up, “Ma’am, Let’s go inside. We have a doctor in the village, perhaps she can help—”

But the mother slaps Candace’s hands away,, standing up slowly with mangled hair framing her face, and staring at Jeht like a bloodhound ready for the kill, “you. You killed her.”

Jeht doesn’t move an inch. It’s like she’s grown roots into the ground, like the Irminsul is pulling her down, keeping her from moving, forcing her to face this woman head on. Her mother told her the Ley Lines and Kusunali’s Irminsul were coated in memories and the flecks of time. She can almost feel it now, as her vision shrinks into nothing but those sunset eyes, those words like knives, washing over her like a balm.

The woman steps closer, “Farah was fine before you came. She was getting better. That was no medicine you gave her, wasn’t it? It was poison. It was poison! Wasn’t it? Wasn’t it?”

“Answer me!” Screams the woman, the shrillness of the shriek casting resounding echoes in the caverns and rock faces surrounding the village.

Suddenly her view of blocked as a shape steps suddenly between them. Candace. Spear drawn and held towards the woman, warding her away, warning her. At Jeht’s defense. At her side.

“If Jeht gave you medicine, Ma’am, it was likely she was trying to help. Please try and think clearly and realize it is the grief that is making you jump to conclusions.” Repeats Candace in that same soothing tone. Except this time there’s something else — something firmer, harder, that’s not just because she’s brandished her weapon. The flicker of an unwavering will in a woman who’s purpose is to guard and protect, to shield the vulnerable.

The mother doesn’t stop, though. It’s like she doesn’t even see Candace, or the crowd. Like they’re all ghosts in a graveyard and the only living thing in this desolate wasteland is her and Jeht.

And strangely, Jeht finds herself agreeing with her.

She takes a step forward, and Jeht takes one back.

A hysterical laugh, “You dare back away from me, murderer?!” And then, faster than Jeht, Candace, anyone can comprehend, the woman lunges, and it’s like time slows down as she as she sees the picture of a person who’s lost everything in the world, give up so wholly, that sweet violence feels like the only respite left in order to make things feel right again.

She lashes at her, nails out, sounding like the Djinn’s devil has jumped in her throat as she screams, screams, screams, like the roar of a mother rushaboland tiger, blood-soaked, beaten, burnt and bruised.

There’s a sharp metallic clang, followed by a pitched ringing noise, and it’s only once it subsides that Jeht realises it’s Candace who’s holding her back. It’s Candace who’s keeping her away. 

 “Jeht. Please step back.”

Jeht doesn’t move an inch, however. She can’t, not after that. Not after that accusation, least of all not after feeling the Ley Lines call. She can feel the memories like lead pulling her under like quicksand, but burning brightest is her mother’s. She looks into those eyes and remembers very nimbly that she could never lie to her mother. She could never fool her. Her father was easy to lead astray, distract, but her mother knew everything, and Jeht for the life of her could never muster up the courage to convincingly lie to her face even if she tried.

Now, right here, she feels that same strange compulsion.

So she doesn’t heed Candace words. She doesn’t step back, but forward, gulps against a dry throat, leans down to look level at a mother who’s lost the brightest flower in her life and is now prepared to let the rest of the world burn to dust around her.

“I told you to go to Caravan Ribat.” Jeht whispers, “and the medicine I gave you was not poison.”

“LIAR!”

Candace has to step in yet again, “our Jeht must have been trying to help you, Ma’am. Please, don’t let your grief take over you. The medicine must not have been enough to save your daughter, but it certainly was not poison. Jeht is a good child, she doesn’t deserve your hatred.”

And all at once, the lady stops struggling.

“Not poison?” She says incredulously. “Good girl?”

She yanks her arm out of Candace’s grip harshly, and turns to face the crowd. That look of despair has vanished, replaced instead by a determined fire that demands attention, the unbending will of the desert reflecting in those sunset eyes that her father said the Eremites were known for. The eyes of a person who has nothing left to lose in this world.

“This girl who you all love so much,” she spits, looking at each and every person slowly, “attacked me at my camp, months ago. She tore my supplies, she read my papers, she cut my skin.” She pulls down an arm where jagged slithering sliced scars are curling around her arm, deep red and crusted, and then pulls down her shirt to reveal bruises around her neck, where Jeht’s foot had been.

Gasps ring around the village, shocked murmurs and now all the eyes are trained on her, this time not welcoming, not brimming with the love of family or the hospitality of a stranger. They’re foreign, biting, and Jeht feels like an animal at a zoo, a criminal sent to the gallows. 

“It’s her. Her. She is the person you have been looking for. Executioner of the Desert.” The woman seethes, “the one who’s been purging tribes like Al-Ahmar’s ghost. The Matriarch’s bloodhound. It’s her. It’s her, it’s her, it’s her, and you let her step foot in your village?”

And when the final pair of eyes turn to her, foreign, blue and gold, heterochromia, with the new look of a stranger, Jeht knows it’s all over for her.

She looks at Candace without breathing, who doesn’t look ready to kiss away her tears, or brew her tea in the middle of the night when the nightmares are too loud and the silence chokes her throat, or like she wants to hold her close and tell her stories of the village, her people, her family.

No, the way she’s looking at her now suddenly makes what Dehya said the first time they met all the more obvious. Don’t get on Candace’s bad side.

She clenches her fist and tries to ignore the well of mortification when something wet trickles down her cheek.

She looks at the woman, unmoving, “I’m no longer her bloodhound.”

It’s meant to be threatening, but it comes out a hoarse, broken whisper.

When Candace steps closer to her, Jeht scrambles back, “I’m not! I won’t! She’s dead, she’s dead, she’s dead!”

She lunges at the woman, grabbing her by the neck, shaking her, sobbing, willing for her to understand, to see that the death of this little child has hurt her too, to sharp a cut it’s almost imperceptible, and she’s drowning in it, it’s consuming her bottom up.

The woman screams back at her.

“Murderer!”

A hand yanks them both away, harsh and firm, and there’s a flash of blue and gold.

Jeht is seized and spun on her heel to face her mother and father.

Her mother’s eyes of sunset gold, on her right, and midnight blue on her left, her father. They look at her with all the disappointment in the vast, wide world and Jeht knows, knows with an undying unwavering certainty, that she’s let them down. That buried deep beneath the sands is her final resting place, not the heavenly citadel where her parents are watching. Always watching: 

Candace is saying something, speaking to her, but behind those eyes is her mother, her weeping mother, her mother, who held so much faith in the world and now sees the rifthound her daughter has become, and behind the blue eyes is her father, her father, her baba.

She can hear wrenching, screaming, soul-shaking sobs, before she realizes it’s herself.

She shoves past Candace away, away away away, and runs. She runs without looking back. Without taking her stuff with her. Without hearing what they have to say. 

Without a word she runs, without a destination, without a clue.

She runs until it’s night, and it’s a cruel kind of cold that’s seeping and frigid and whispering cruel everything’s into her ears as she curls up in a ball, tucked beneath the trickling domes under the sand, and falls asleep with wet cheeks and dust in her face.

 

 

 

✳︎✳︎✳︎

 

 

She wakes up to sunshine against shut lids, a quilt over her shoulders and a pillow under her head. She feels the humid air behind her eyelids and nose and neck, and all at once she sits up, aching.

She’s at a camp.

Scrambling, she reaches for her daggers, before a husky female voice chuckles from beside her.

“Slow down there, Jeht. It’s just me.”

Dehya offers her a piece of roasted quicksand eel, stuck on a stick in kebab fashion, and Jeht wants to refuse, she really does, but her stomach is a traitor and it takes all her willpower to take it tentatively instead of grabbing it and shoving it into her mouth like some sort of pack animal.

They don’t say anything for a long while, apart from passing each other water, and the only sound the whistling desert wind. Judging by the sun in the sky, it’s high-moon, which meant Jeht slept a full 24 hours.

She isn’t surprised, considering how exhausted she had felt the night before, under the moon, stumbling with sand between her toes and the sloping dune eating her alive every time with every step she took.

She wants to ask Dehya how she found her, but instead the only thing she manages to croak out is, “I didn’t kill her daughter.”

When Dehya doesn’t respond, she says louder, in an almost panic, this irrational urge seizing her to explain herself, to not let Dehya, this woman, who had shown her nothing of the knives and stabbed backs that she had grown used to, but a heart of flowers that her mother had promised existed in this world, “I didn’t. I really didn’t. I gave her medicine that I thought would help.”

“I believe you, wildcat.” Replies Dehya softly, “I believe you.”

The relief she feels is short lived, though, when Jeht realizes another thing, “how… how long have you known?”

A raised eyebrow, “known what?”

“That I was… am…” she stops.

“‘Executioner of the Desert’? ‘Al-Ahmar’s ghost’? Matriarch Babel’s Bloodhound?’” The amusement in Dehya’s voice is a surprise, and Jeht lifts her eyes to see the woman smiling, “make up such ridiculous names and titles, us desertfolk. We live in stories, it’s what keeps us alive, it’s our legacy that would otherwise be washed away in the sands along with Al-Ahmar’s memory.”

“…You sound like you speak from experience,” replies Jeht with a wobbly voice.

A cryptic smile, “Jeht. To answer your question, I knew the moment I saw you that you were the one I was looking for.”

“Looking… for…?”

Dehya shrugs, “I may as well tell you now that by business in the desert isn’t merely to pick up sightseeing spots for my lady. I was hired, to investigate these strange attacks at caravans and camps that lead to dozens of desertfolk seeking refuge at Aaru Village, injured or worse. By Candace, in fact.”

Jeht’s breath hitches, and she feels a twist in her stomach. It’s not so much guilt or shame as it is sadness. Raw sadness at having to show this woman, this heroine in blue and gold, this sweet stranger who treated her like her friend, her child, her sister — the ugliest and most shameful parts of herself.

“I guess that’s why you did all that stuff, huh? To get close to me. Know me.” She should feel betrayed, but all she feels is numbness. Tiredness. “Of course. That’s fair.” 

“No.” Dehya says fiercely, “Jeht. You—” she stops and sighs, “I already knew what you looked like based on my questioning of merchants, Eremites, travelers whatever who had been in contact with you, and a conversation with Lumine was all I needed to realize she and I were looking for the same person.”

“Lumine was looking for me?” Bad timing, really bad timing, but she feels the weight of the words carry heat to her face, which is embarrassing but at least Dehya seems amused.

“She cares about you a lot, kiddo. And the truth is, so do I.”

And that, for some reason, strikes a cord.

“You don’t know anything about me.” Jeht snaps suddenly.

“I don’t.” Agrees Dehya, “even if Lumine told me the whole story, which she didn’t, I don’t know everything about you. You’re right, kid. But call it intuition, but you’re not a bad person.”

“Oh yeah sure.” Laughs Jeht, mirthlessly, “torturing and even killing merchants in the desert makes me not a bad person. Sure. Whatever. I can see why the forestfolk hate us.”

Dehya seems to find that funny for some reason, “morals here in the desert aren’t a clear line, you of all people should know that. Us desertfolk… we aren’t like those prisses in the forest, those stuck-ups at the Akademiya with their rules and wisdom and their adherence to the clear and traditional meanings of right and wrong. Here, Al-Ahmar’s will and the compass that dictates right and wrong is no clear-cut road. It’s a sandy path, swept away. Perhaps morality is a little haywire here in the desert, but the way I see it, things like eye for an eye is a very valid driver for bloodlust.”

Jeht doesn’t even pretend to show that she understood any of that.

“I’m not a good person.” She repeats, slowly and firmly, “please stop trying to convince me otherwise.”

“Neither am I. Neither is Candace. Neither are the gods. Heck, neither is Lumine.” Says Dehya, “but let me tell you one thing. If a person kills a serial killer, are they a murderer, or a hero? So, if a person wipes out an entire clan, known for its immoral dealings in human trafficking and sex slavery, are they a mass-murderer or a warrior of justice?”

Jeht is shaking now, trembling, and she lifts her palms to cover her ears, “no. Stop it. Stop telling me this. Stop it.”

“Why are you so determined to hate yourself?”


Why are you so determined to hate yourself?


Because her mother once said that every Sumeruan was born with a heart of flowers, and Jeht has cut a dozen of those flowers short with her very own hands, ripped them from the roots and stomped them under her foot. Because she has plucked the petals of each flower, one by one, until she’s swept away in a sea of her own carnage.

In the middle of the night the stems choke her, their roots winding around her neck, the vines of their blood suffocating her own. In the middle of the night when the moon is high and bloody, she sees their faces. She hears the Elder’s screams and Babel’s lilting laughter. She feels the blood drench her hands like a sea of ink, she feels the food inside her churn like poison.

She has a scar on her arm for every life she has taken. One slice, two slice. To force her to remember her deeds. To force her to remember the number of flowers hearts she’s trampled on, plucked, torn apart. The blood cutting her skin, the blooming blood, seeping down, the blood staining the pure desert sand until Al-Ahmar wills for it to washed away.

She looks at that arm now, and wonders whether she should add another slice. She counts the total, one two… seven eight… but soon the lines blur together and she loses track. She loses track of the number of people whose lives she’s cut apart.

She tries to pick up her dagger to add another slice, for the child. To feel the burst of pain and to watch the blood trickle down her arm and seep into the sand by their campfire. But her dagger is gone and she has a feeling Dehya has something to do with it.

Dehya, who’s looking at her with a mix of so many emotions that Jeht can’t even begin to put a name on, doesn’t want to put a name on.

Jeht is hellfire, destruction incarnate, and she doesn’t claim to be a good person. She long surrendered herself to the idea of a hell, of eternal fire, if there really is one, which is where she’ll go. A place where she’ll be burned along with all the flowers and petals in one big, fragrant, spectacular bonfire. It’s almost poetic, in a way, to imagine the end in such a way.

On days when she is feeling the pull of it, when the sharp gleam of her dagger flashes her eye over and over and over again, it’s tempting. Very tempting.

Perhaps, if she’s destined to die in a sea of burning flowers, maybe Babel will be there, burning alongside her. Her eternal torment with her eternal companion, the one who crushed her life under her heel, the lives of her mother, her father, the village elders, and even almost Lumine, will burn to a shadowy husk alongside her.

But if she’s going to hell, she’s going to at least better some things before she leaves. Giving in to its pull would be a blessing, and she’s determined to punish herself for as long as possible.

Atonement for her sins is a silly concept. Her mother used to say that even the sinners with the blackest hearts had a core of stardust and childlike wonder, while her father had taught her that mercy was a luxury that could and would get them killed.

Fighting fire with fire creates only fire, but Jeht’s prepared to be engulfed in flames, or let the sands of Al-Ahmar swallow her whole.

“Jeht.” Dehya says, in a voice that’s so shocking it slaps the girl out of her turbulent introspection like a slap. A cracked and soft voice, and though Dehya isn’t crying, the sorrow behind those midnight eyes is like weeping stars and fell leaves, “you’re— archons, you’re just a kid.”

“Don’t treat me like a fucking baby.” Jeht hisses.

Dehya just looks at her, slowly, and swallows, “Babel. Babel, the Tanit tribe. They’re all gone. Jeht, they’re all gone.”

“Yes. They are. Because I— I—” and even now, she can’t say the words. She can’t bring herself to voice the sins that are imprinted deep into her skin like irons.

“Yes. The nightmare is gone. Little wildcat, the bad guys are gone.” And Dehya still isn’t crying, but her eyes are bright, and so, so, so sad, and Jeht suddenly feels her throat close up, “you don’t need to keep carrying the chains of this past. You don’t.”

“Why not?!” Jeht screeches through wet and choking sobs, “what else, if not to atone? I’ve ruined lives, I’ve k…killed children, I’ve killed people, I’ve killed people who’ve treated me with nothing but kindness, I’ve been a pawn in a game by a power-hungry bitch who’s not even here to see what she has created. I need this. I need to do this. Fire doesn’t beat fire, but I’ll freeze to death if I don’t. I can’t.” She chokes, “I can’t stop.”

“Oh why, why must you hold the burden of this cruel cruel world on your tiny little shoulders?” Whispers Dehya, cupping her cheeks, and Jeht sobs louder. She doesn’t even object when she’s pulled closer to her, to the woman’s chest, strong arms encircling her, “you’re just a child.”

“I’m a monster.”

“You’re a child.”

“I don’t deserve to live.”

“You didn’t deserve any of it.”

Jeht’s protest melts into fragile gasps and hiccups as she sits there, within the cradles of Dehya’s arms, on their camp at the desert, and if she closes her eyes she can almost feel her father, close by. She can almost feel her mother’s flower heart beating against hers. She can almost hear the laughter from a different Jeht, from a distant time from when the world didn’t crush her to a thousand broken pieces.

And when Dehya takes her hand, and squeezes it tight, it’s like someone has finally taken the moment to pick up the first piece and try and place it back together.

“Guilt doesn’t fade.” Dehya says slowly, gently, “it never does, not in these plains. The person forgets but the sand remembers. But that’s okay.”

Dehya takes her hands, her arms, lined with scars, and brings her palm up to petal-pink lips and kisses them, “those of the forest will never understand the rough road that the desertfolk live by. We’re a rough gang, we are. I see so much if myself in you. I’ve done my fair share of things I regret.”

Jeht gulps, “does it ever leave?”

“Honestly? No. Sometimes you’ll be able to forget, just for a little bit, but then you’ll hear a voice or a scream or a word and you’re taken back to a memory you’d have been better off forgetting. The sand remembers, it always does. But, Jeht. That’s no reason to stop moving forward.”

“I’ve lost everything I already have.”

“Now that’s not true. You have your Benben. Lumine. Me. Even Candace.”

“I don’t think Candace will be thrilled to see me next time we meet.” She says bitterly.

And Dehya—

She laughs, “Candace can be terrifying sometimes. She’s not the guardian of Aaru Village for nothing. Anyone who stirs up trouble there is bound to be at the receiving end of her wrath at some point. Gods know I have. But…” she grins, “she’s also one of the kindest, most forgiving people I’ve ever met, and i’d happily give an arm and a leg for her. She would never turn you away, Jeht. Never in a million years.”

“But what if I don’t want that?” Whispers Jeht, with fresh new tears trickling down that she doesn’t even bother wiping away, “What if I just want my parents? My mother? My father? I want my father. I want him here. I don’t want you. I don’t want Lumine. I don’t want you. I don’t want Candace. I want my baba.”

Dehya rocks her slowly, and hugs her tightly, and now she can definitely feel something wet hit her neck which are most definitely tears.

She thinks she hears her whisper something like “me too, kid, me too.”

And they just sit there, rocking back and forth, never a word exchanged the two of them as the desert winds blow on, and roasted eel turns cold.

She finally whispers, “is it really possible… to continue without him? To forget about him, Babel, Mother. The elders.”

“No.” Says Dehya, “you’ll never forget them. You’ll never forget the faces of those you’ve killed either, and the scars of your past will never fade. But.”

And then she stands up, slowly, turning to face the sun in a way that her whole body is basked in a golden hue, her figure a brilliant silhouette against Al-Ahmar’s sun.

“You will be okay. I’ll promise you that. And soon, maybe, you’ll begin to realize that the desert nights doesn’t have to be as cold and lonely as you think.”

She extends a hand now, from where Jeht is sitting on the ground, an offer.

“Aaru Village is home. Even if you’re away for months, even if you’re on your own. And Lumine, Benben, Candace. I’m sure you have a whole host of people waiting for you there.”

Jeht gulps. She looks up at Dehya’s silhouette, her outstretched hand, and sees her mother behind those shadows. She sees her father. She hears his voice, urging her. Telling her to go. 

Let yourself forget, the desert will remember. He’s saying.

She breathes in slowly. She’ll never forget. She’ll miss him forever. On cold nights when he can’t wipe away her tears or sing her to sleep. When she doesn’t wake up to him making her breakfast in the morning, covering her with extra quilts when it’s cold. She’ll miss him forever, and ever, and ever, and ever.

But Dehya’s hand is still there, and slowly, very slowly, Jeht takes it.

Allows herself to be pulled up.

Allows herself to believe, for once, that things will be okay.

Allows herself to be taken back to Aaru Village, to meet Lumine again, under the heat of Al-Ahmar’s gaze.

Under a lovelier sun.




