Chapter 2


Trisha was cooking dinner when Lu started awake, a string of saliva still attached to the table from his lips. He wiped it away clumsily, noting the smell of Pama, the reptilian beasts that gathered in any oasis they could find in the desert. The smell was beautiful, tickling Lu’s nose while his mind adjusted to the waking world. He blinked twice, removing the leather jacket he was wearing while looking around the trailer. A window had been opened, and the smoke from the herbs was gone. Trisha had tried to tidy up a little bit; there were less beer cans and papers lying about.


“I see you’ve been busy.” Lu said. “How long was I out?”


“Three hours,” she said cheerfully. “Your friend’s awake.”


Lu blinked. “What?”


Trisha glanced his way as she glided around the small kitchen area. “I said, your friend’s awake. He woke up an hour ago. Seems like a real nice guy.”


“Yeah? Where’s he now?” Lu stood up then, searching the room for the kid. He didn’t see him anywhere. Outside, possibly? Lu started to walk to the door while Trisha spoke.


“He’s outside. I don’t know what he’s doing, but he was nice enough to help me clean this place up a bit.” Trisha turned around to see Lu open the door, peeking his head out. “What’s the matter? What are you doing?”


“I’m gonna go touch base.” Lu smiled at her. “You get that dinner on the table, you hear?”


Her laugh was the last thing Lu heard before the door was shut, and he was in the desert world again. The warmth of the day had died down some, and the evening was now upon him. The sky had been dyed a lightened red, and the sun itself, a bright orb of red, was running away towards the horizon. And standing out away from the trailer, the kid wore no clothing. Completely naked, his face was tilted up at the sky, looking calm. His eyes were closed and he appeared as if he was in some form of meditation, his arms at his sides, fists clenched tightly. A communion with some unseen force.


Lu was frozen for a whole minute, uncertain whether to call out or not. The scene was so abrasive to his eyes that a bark of laughter surged up from his chest and attempted to escape from his mouth, only to end up as a hacking cough of shock. Lu glanced down, trying to take his eyes off of the kid, and saw the small white tub that was used to wash clothing was filled, and the kid’s bloodied and sand-wrapped clothes were soaking in the soapy water. The kid sunk to his knees in the sand, head bowed down, and his arms crossed over his chest. The boy’s lips still didn’t move, but his whole body was trembling.


The ridiculous scene continued on for another two minutes when Lu finally had enough. He was prepared to head back indoors and laugh even more about what he was witnessing, but the kid concluded his business and stood back up then. Their eyes met, and the boy walked back to the trailer, towards the soap tub. Lu called out finally.


“Looks like you’ve finally come back to your senses,” he said. “How you feeling?”


“Alive,” the kid replied. He went to the tub, lifted the shirt out and studied it for a moment before dumping it back in. He glanced up at Lu. “Thanks for getting me out of the dunes.”


“Not a problem.” Lu said it casually, but he was just waiting. He still could recall the cyclone, and how it had reacted when picking this boy up. He hadn’t forgotten how this kid had had no heart beat, no pulse, and had been lifeless. The image of that corpse crashing into the dune at high speed, only to suddenly start breathing life again. Lu had to know who this man was, and what he had witnessed. Had it been a dream? A hallucination? What if Lu was still dreaming now? 


Was this guy even real? Or did he just appear so to Lu’s vision? Lu watched him as the boy shook his head with a sigh. “Sorry about all this,” the kid motioned to himself, tapping on his chest. “I wanted to get the sand out, and now it looks like I’ve got no clothes. Call me stupid.”


“Nah, man. It’s cool,” Lu patted him on the shoulder, tossed his head towards the trailer. “C’mon, we’ll go eat. What’s your name?”


“Danny,” they shook hands quickly as they arrived at the trailer door, with Lu pressing in front to cover up what he could of Danny’s naked torso. The door was thrown open again, and Lu marched through, Danny in tow. Trisha had her back to both of them, singing something from the radio, some high tone; one that Lu could barely follow. She stopped when she saw them.


“We’ll be ready to eat in a few minutes,” she announced, only to find her eyes roaming too far. They caught hold of Danny’s appearance, and those eyes were locked in, helpless against the irresistible temptation that assaulted them then. Lu saw this and stepped forward, touching her shoulder quickly. Trisha did not move.


“That’s great,” Lu said loudly, nudging her. “C’mon, get back to work, will ya? I’m a starvin’ man.”


She blinked finally, and seemed to hear him. However, her voice spoke confusion, her eyes still drifting helplessly as Danny walked past them, headed for the room. He hadn’t said a word, nor had he seemed to care about what had just occurred. Lu heard the door to the back room shut quietly, and without thinking, his grip on Trisha tightened. She started at this, those luscious eyes blinking once again, but now the confusion had taken full stock. She mouthed at him, unsure of what he was doing.


“Look,” he said as calmly as he could. “Just get the dinner ready, will you? Don’t worry about him. We’re packing him off as soon as we can.”


“What do you mean? Send him to the HQ?” she said as he went back to the table, sitting down in the wooden chair that he’d claimed earlier. 


“Yeah. We can’t keep him here. It wouldn’t be right. We’re not suited for a long-time guest. And besides, he doesn’t even know who we are yet. He may want to push on towards civilization.” Lu shrugged. “I can’t blame him if that’s the case. Why anyone would take this patrol job is beyond me.”


“But you took it.” Trisha pointed out.


Lu snorted, and the corner of his lip curved into a smirk. “Only because not one guy back at HQ was man enough to do it.” He said.


Trisha slipped off her cooking gloves and hopped onto his lap. Lu grunted with the surprise attack while Trisha giggled at him. He poked her playfully and gently lifted her up and off of his lap. “Go on, go on,” he chuckled. “You’re being a tease. We’ve got all night.”


Her eyes sparkled at such an implication. Lu grinned, his face breaking up, the dry lips cracking. He’d spent too long in the desert heat, on the border between the dunes and the easier, civilized part of the desert. Trisha had always marveled at how he’d take the roughest assignments with the greatest of grace and determination. These were only a part of him, the man known as Luis. Son of a valiant activist and poet, a boy who became a soldier for the cause of good, to defend his tribe with honor and sacrifice. She’d always found him an incredible specimen, from the first time they’d met up to now. He’d always shown her his toughness, and even when they were at their most tender, in the heated moments of love, he donned his poker face, a sense of urgency the only thing she could read off of him.


Perhaps that what was the most awe-inspiring thing about Luis; he was an unreadable man. Very little was known about him apart from the story of his father, and the events that lead up to that man’s death, which Luis himself had witnessed. Trisha had heard the story before, and she understood now why Lu had become a soldier after seeing such a horrifying thing in person. It was hard to use words and reason in a world of violence and illogical fallacies, where no one cared about justifying their beliefs, and the Powers were greedy, miserable creatures of loathing and hatred. 


Now he sat at the table, found an unopened beer, delight in his own cool brown eyes. He tore into it, and leaned back in his chair, studying Trisha as she finished the Pama meat. She sensed those eyes traveling up and down her body, caressing her spine, her neck, her legs. Her stomach twisted into little knots, and the sudden craving hit her hard. She swallowed emptily, took a deep, slow breath, and smiled at him. “Dinner’s done.” She said.


Lu rolled his eyes. “’bout time, woman.” He said teasingly. She threw an empty can at him, and he ducked it easily. The door to the back room was opened then, and the boy Danny strolled back into the main room, as if nothing had occurred before. He wore one of Lu’s tee shirts, which was two sizes larger than he needed, and it was the same for the jeans he wore, with gigantic holes at knee level. He looked like a small child trying to wear his father’s clothes. But Danny said nothing, and opted instead to sit down across from Lu at the table, waiting patiently. 


Immediately Trisha’s smile slipped, and in her mind’s eye she saw a boy of physical weakness. His body had not been shaped like Lu’s; rather it was thin, and the stomach was a pouch that had no definition to it. The arms and legs were unhealthily skinny, and he looked as if he barely weigh a hundred pounds. But there was something about that body that had been tantalizing, almost gratifying just to look at. Lu’s eyes were boring into her soul, however, and Trisha forced herself to remove all thoughts about that sickening physical form, and concentrate on serving the meal she’d prepared.


-


“So who are you, Danny?” Lu polished off another beer, and tossed the can out an open window. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Trisha elbowed him for it.


Danny leaned back, having finished the food on his plate with a speed that had taken Lu and Trisha both aback. Where to begin with these two? Danny wasn’t sure. “I’m a foreigner to these parts.” He said.


“So I gathered,” Lu answered. “You wanna tell me what you were trying to pull rolling around on the dunes like that?”


“It wasn’t my intention to even be out there,” Danny shrugged. “But sometimes, things go against your will.”


Lu’s eyes narrowed. Trisha’s eyebrows pinched together as she chewed thoughtfully on some of the Pama flesh. “What do you mean?” Lu fired away.


Danny’s blank face suggested that he wasn’t sure what Lu was getting at. “I didn’t want to be in the dunes.” He said again. “They’re too dangerous.”


“You can say that again,” Lu sighed as he stared down at his plate. “You know, funny thing happened while you were unconscious. I thought you were dead.”


Trisha glared at Lu, warning him. Lu knew he was pushing his luck, but Danny didn’t seem offended. Rather, the boy leaned forward, a look of curiosity on his face. “Dead?” he inquired.


“Yeah, dead. I didn’t feel a pulse or heart beat, and you sure weren’t breathing,” Lu said. “I don’t know man. But that’s not even the end of it. You see, after I checked to see if you were alive, a sandstorm came along, and we both got tossed about a bit…”


“Lu,” Trisha cut into the conversation then, her blue eyes chastising. “I think we should drop this. Let’s talk about something else.”


Lu’s speech was thrown off, and his tongue couldn’t find the words right away. Glancing at Trisha and then Danny, he shrugged. “Whatever.” He said.


“Actually, I wouldn’t mind hearing the rest of the story,” Danny said then, his eyes on Lu still. Trisha bit her lip and sat with folded arms, obviously annoyed that she was being cast out so easily.


“There’s not much else to say,” Lu finally continued. “I got slammed into a dune, and you hit it too, after me. You started coughing, and then, well, you know the rest.”


“You brought me here?” Danny guessed. “Thanks. I really mean it. I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t been out there, man.”


“You don’t have to thank me.” Lu said firmly. “I don’t waste a good life. All life is sacred, and anyone who says otherwise needs a bullet in his leg.”


Trisha was sitting quietly, her eyes elsewhere. Danny noticed. “Trisha,” He said. “You all right?”


She wasn’t happy to be asked such a thing. She nodded curtly. Lu chuckled and put an arm around her. “She’s just being stubborn. She doesn’t like it when her opinion’s not being taken into consideration.” 


Trisha punched him in the shoulder hard, and Lu belted out a short laugh. “She’s pretty tough, eh? But she still needs plenty of practice. I’ve been teaching her how to defend herself for years now.”


“How many?” Danny asked.


“About Twenty. Not too long, if you ask me.”


They continued to discuss things in a pleasant atmosphere. Trisha finally lightened up and became the beaming beauty she’d been only an hour before. Danny seemed completely relaxed in their presence. Lu felt his own tensions melt away as he discussed Danny’s past, and he found himself marveling at this boy the more he heard.


“So you lived in the Krete, then? In one of the cities across the chasm?”


“Yeah,” Danny affirmed. “I’m a drifter by nature. I’ve bounced back and forth through zones for the past century. Could never sit still, really. It’s just not in my blood.”


“I hear that. That’s why I’m out here. Plenty of exercise, shooting things, and fun adventures like dodging sandstorms.” All three laughed, and Lu smiled broadly. “What else should we know about you, Dan? What’ve you accomplished in your time? Anything brilliant or spectacular?”


Danny reached for his glass of water as he spoke. “I was the Deconi’s boxing champion. Undefeated for three hundred fights.”


Lu praised this, and Trisha rolled her eyes. More man-talk. “It’s nothing special,” Danny asserted. “Men in the city are old, weak. They’re nothing compared to the desert people.”


“Of course not!” Lu pounded his fist on the table. “Let me hear you say that again.”


Trisha saw the pink scar that was splotched out on Danny’s forehead. She couldn’t help but stare at it while Lu and Danny were glorifying the desert race and their greatness. Trisha commented while she continued to stare. “You know, Lu’s a great fighter too. He hasn’t ever been knocked down in any of his fights.”


“Really?” Danny whistled. “Must not be fighting the right kind of men then.”


“Hey!” Lu protested. Trisha laughed while Danny smiled. 


“Any man can be knocked down, and hurt. I’ve almost lost tons of my fights because I’d get caught by a punch I wasn’t ready for.” Danny said. “Any man can be beaten.”


“And on that note, I wholeheartedly agree.” Lu raised his near-finished can, and clinked it against Danny’s glass of water. They toasted, and drank quickly. Lu put his beer down, his eyes focused again as he said calmly “By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask you, but what happened with the uh…?” He tapped a finger against his own head, indicating the scar.


Danny’s laugh cut off. His eyes darkened, and he leaned back in his chair, eyes moving to study the ceiling. He crossed his arms, and chewed his lip for a moment. “Long story.” He said. 


“We ain’t going nowhere.” Lu held his arms out wide. 


Danny sighed. “It’s not a good story.”


Now Trisha entered the conflict. “It’s not like we’re interrogating you, Danny. We’re just curious.” She glanced at Lu then.


“I understand.” Danny said “But trust me. This isn’t something I like to talk about. It’s bad history.”


Lu’s lips tightened, and he nodded slowly. “So be it,” he said. “Forget I asked. You’re gonna have to tell me eventually though.”


The look in Danny’s eyes suggested otherwise. Lu didn’t take the bait however. He stood up then, seizing his plate. “Well,” he pointed out the window. “It’s getting late. We should all get some rest. You can sleep on the couch out here, yeah?”


Danny nodded. Lu smiled. “Good. We’re leaving tomorrow morning, so be ready to move by around…well, just whenever I’m up and ready to go.”


“Any reason we’re leaving so quickly?” Danny asked.


“Yeah. I’ve gotta report to get back to our home base. They’re gonna want to meet you too, I think.” 


This surprised Danny. “Why would they want to meet me?” His voice was soft, but there was a tone of suspicion creeping into it. Lu noticed.


“It’s not every day that I find someone in the dunes on their own like I did with you. Besides, you’re a drifter, right?” Danny agreed. “Then we can use you while you’re here. We need men for all kinds of conventional work anyway. Will that bother you?” 


“No.”


Trisha and Lu started to put dishes away, and Danny lent a hand. Eventually everything was washed and put away. Danny crashed onto the couch immediately, and was asleep within minutes. “He must be exhausted.” Trisha observed.


“You think? The man’s crazy. I don’t know if I trust him.” Lu guided her to their room.


“Why, because he won’t talk about his scar? You pushed him into that, Luis.”


“It’s not that, kid!” Lu sighed as he shut the door. He turned to her, frustration in his words. “Look, there’s something wrong about all this. He was dead, Trish. I didn’t feel a pulse. He wasn’t breathing. He was one hundred percent dead, and his body didn’t just fade away, like everyone else. And then, somehow, he came back to life. The sandstorm brought him back from…” Lu’s eyes were scattering everywhere, not resting in one spot for too long as he reflected on the images that ran through his head. The sandstorm. The corpse. Life. “Wherever it was he’d been, it ripped him out of it and brought him to us. No, Trish. This guy is a walking miracle. It’s not a coincidence or a freak incident.”


Trisha stood impatiently in front of Lu, having already removed some of her clothes, waiting on him to catch up. Lu was still rooted to the spot, as if reluctant. “What is wrong with you?” She said, angrily. “Will you let it go? You were just seeing things.”


“You know me better than that, babe,” Lu said, his own voice rising a little. “I’m not one who lets the dunes play mind games with my head. You know I’m a lot stronger than that. This was something more. This was a sign, Trish. This man is a survivor of divine intervention! The tribe is going to love this!”


“The tribe may not like him at all,” She replied just as quickly. “They may want to kill him.”


“It’s a risk I’m willing to take.” Lu removed his shirt, exposing his toned chest. “This is huge, doll. We’ve been praying for a miracle for centuries, and one has finally come to us. We need him. Even if we can’t entirely trust him, we need him!”


“Come on,” She dropped her jeans. “You can deal with it all tomorrow. We’ve still got all night.”

The old Lu came back to her then, startled. And he smiled briefly. “You’re right,” he said. More of their clothes came off. “Yeah, it can wait.”


That night, Trisha demanded more experimentation, and Lu let her have it for hours before they both collapsed from sheer fatigue. Both slept wondrously afterwards.
