Chapter Three

The Making of a Hawk-Wing

Apart from his warlock, the Activist’'s head was free of hair. As
an experienced fighter should, he moved forward in a soft-footed
half-crouch. Rhyka watched him come to a stop. Every third step
or so he would cock his ear and listen. Setting his pack down
lightly, Rhyka freed up his longbow. All the time his wary eyes
traced the Activist’s approach. With the light behind him, Rhyka
was fairly certain that the Activist’s night-vision would be so badly
affected; it was unlikely that he would see him until he was on top
of him. But discover him he surely would.

Deftly, Rhyka drew an arrow from his quiver. After testing the
wax-coated string with his thumb, he gripped the metre long shaft
between thumb and forefinger. Tipped with ten centimetres of
sharpened perma-steel and fletched with pure white cockatoo
feathers, the shaft would fly true. Ignoring his bruises and stinging
cuts, Rhyka drew the bowstring and waited.

The moment the string kissed Rhyka’s cheek, the Activist’'s
silhouette appeared in the murky grey light. He stood absolutely
still staring hard at the inky shadows. Rhyka’s arrow created a
dull, drum-like sound when it punched through its target. The
impact bore the warrior backward. Rhyka dropped his bow,
snatched up his sword and pounded down the shaft in a mad sprint.

By the time he reached his victim, the mortally wounded Activist



had cranked himself up on bony elbows to goggle cross-eyed at the
feathered shaft protruding from his chest.

Rhyka’s entire focus was centred on the dying warrior’s pleas for
help, echoing through the hollow space. A backhanded sword
swipe separated the Activist’s head from his shoulders. Dark
arterial blood coated the surrounding rock with viscous fluid.
Nervous perspiration beaded on Rhyka’s brow as he ran to collect
to his cape. When he bent to retrieve it, a flash of light followed by
a fizzing noise momentarily blinded him. Fragments of hot rock
spattered his face and arms, pain followed.

Instinctively, Rhyka dropped to his belly. Another flash of light
struck the column where he had been standing. More splinters
showered his head. He realised that the priest must have come up
behind him from another tunnel. The blasphemous bastard was
using some kind of ancient weapon too.

Galvanised by fear, Rhyka grabbed his pack and sprinted past
the dead Activist until he came upon a side tunnel. As he darted
into it, the perfectly smooth tunnel walls were revealed in eerie
flashes of light as the priest pursued him, firing the ancient
weapon. A heavy blow to his pack sent Rhyka sprawling headlong
into the rock floor. Dazed, he felt his right shoulder give as he hit.
His ribs ached dully too. Coming to halt, he knew that if he didn’t
slay this heretical priest instantly, he would not make it around the

next corner, let alone back to Brizaria. But how, his shoulder was



near useless. Logic determined that he would not be able to use
his blade or draw his bow properly.

Panting with exertion, he rolled onto his back. Resting his feet
on the pack, he slipped the bow across the soles of his feet.
Setting an arrow to the string, he pulled and aimed between his
feet. With his night vision destroyed by the artefact, the Viro would
see only a vague lump on the ground. He gambled that the priest
would not try to use the artefact from a distance. If the Viro wanted
to finish him off, he must move in closer. Rhyka’s arms began to
shake and his chest burned, as he struggled to hold the bow
steady. Ever so cautiously the priest came up on his victim. Rhyka
moaned softly to draw the killer nearer. He waited until the Viro
was so close that he could hear him breathing. A flame flared
when the priest struck a light. Without thinking, Rhyka released his
arrow. He watched the shaft enter the priest’s mouth as it opened
in surprise. The flame was extinguished seconds after the shaft
plunged past his teeth to emerge out of the back of his head. It
smacked loudly into the tunnel wall, shattering upon impact. The
Viro must have died instantly.

Rhyka heard his body thump hard when it made contact with the
cavern floor. With great effort, he gathered his pack. In almost
total darkness, he followed an incline toward twin specks of light
away from the threat of priests and the warriors who sank his
vessel. After what seemed like an hour of climbing, Rhyka

emerged into a sunlit chamber hollowed out of solid rock. He



guessed that he must be at the caves he glimpsed from below the
spire. Massive tunnels branched into the mountain in every
direction. He dropped his pack and let his eyes adjust to the light.

Unnaturally smooth walls rose fifty metres to where sunlight
filtered in through a stained, but once clear, perma-glaz dome. The
chamber appeared to be some three hundred metres in
circumference with several openings to the outside. To his left a
broad staircase swept up to a gallery. He checked carefully for
signs of priest or Activist. Finding none, Rhyka started across the
floor for the gallery. About halfway across, a harsh booming noise
froze him in his tracks.

From the corner of his eye Rhyka spied a gigantic predator
rushing out a tunnel mouth, wings spread, arcing downwards,
thrusting with long tearing claws. His jaw dropped. Its wingspan
must be forty metres from wing tip to wing tip. Cruel cat-yellow
eyes, the size of a cartwheel, fastened him with a malevolent stare.
Filled with unimaginable terror, he stood rooted to the spot. With a
sinking stomach, Rhyka realised that his sword would be no more
than a thorn to this brute. The beast must be some sort of priestly
watchdog.

The creature’s head was a metre and half long supporting a
bright blue crest. Its neck continuously twisted this way and that.
Shades of light brown flecked the upper and under wings. From
claw to blue topknot, Rhyka put the creature anywhere from

fourteen to sixteen metres in height. Its beak was bone yellow, as



long as a small canoe and mottled brown beneath the jaw. Loose
blue flesh hung about the eye pockets. Narrowly avoiding a
snapping beak, Rhyka heaved himself to the right. His shoulder
went numb when he hit the hard rock floor. Ears ringing, he got up
and staggered through an opening to the outside, away from the
beast. Weak and confused, Rhyka was vaguely aware that the
creature was pursuing him.

Rapid movement caught his eye. It was the beast. He had to
move faster. Startled, he started to slip and slide on the cloud wet
rock. Blind panic set in when before him, floating in and out of fog
clouds on silent wings were hundreds of the creatures. He fought to
maintain his balance and slow his momentum. Still sliding, he
looked down the Spire to a flat outcrop directly below; it was a drop
of five metres. Under normal circumstances this would prove an
obstacle but, with a bung shoulder and fractured ribs, impossible.
A fiery pain lanced through his foot like a sword through flesh as he
twisted his ankle. His back arched involuntarily causing him to
over balance. He felt himself free falling through space. Time
passed in microseconds. Horrified, he looked back to watch the
creature pursuing him. It had launched into the soft-wet clouds.

A wake of air buffeted him further into space. As he fell he
turned over just as an incoming beast skidded to halt on the ledge
below him. With a bone-jarring thud he landed directly between the
monster’s shoulder blades. The beast let out a squawk as it

lumbered up the ramp with a sorely winded Rhyka clinging to its



lightly furred back. Hissing loudly, a snakelike neck permitted that
enormous beak to snap at him. As he pulled away, blinding pain
surged through him. The monk’s world devolved into a nightmare
of pain, rock walls, rippling fur covered muscles and cries of animal
rage, accompanied by dizzy body spins as the creature tried to
dislodge him. Rhyka fought to maintain control of his senses and,
though giddy and disorientated, he sensed the creature pause.

Expecting to be plucked to the ground, sawn in half and munched
into pulp he instead found himself confined to a rocky alcove
twenty metres across and twenty metres high. Coned light and a
moaning wind entered via circular holes high up in the wall. The
brute that had taken his fall was stationary. A huge head pivoted to
observe the tiny human, who must have been no more annoying
than tick. A yellow eye blinked twice, a clear membrane followed
by a long grey eyelid shuttered down, then up again. A bone-
coloured beak speared at him.

Rhyka’s heart hammered. He opened his mouth to scream. The
beak passed him as the creature preened under its wing in long
clacking strokes. Wide-eyed and dry mouthed; Rhyka could barely
raise a swallow as the great beak once again glided back towards
him.

Paralysed with fear, he awaited his fate. But the creature simply
nudged him to the floor. Unable to resist, he slid painfully down.
Shaking legs refused to support him, so he sank with a groan onto

a brittle twig nest. When he next looked up, the creature’s head



and neck were tucked back. A soft rumble emanated from the
massive chest. The creature was asleep! He couldn’t believe it.
Was he stark, raving mad? No, he was dead and this was how he
imagined life would have continued if he had survived. Rhyka’s
brain reeled with confusion, fear and wonder.

Suddenly, an intense buzzing invaded his head. He closed his
eyes, trying to rid himself of the sensation. When he opened his
eyes it was night, and he was high above a city like no other in
Brizaria. He gasped involuntarily. Sheer madness! But another
part of his mind calmly accepted that was the afterlife.

Twin trails of bright white lights shone brightly below him.
Edging razor straight highways, the lights led into a city so huge
that Rhyka thought every light in the entire universe must be
burning below. He flew between tall crystal towers seared with
white light. Inside the towers, people crowded perma-glaz
windows. Were they dead too? They waved cheerily as he
passed. He waved back and they responded by jumping up and
down, waving even more enthusiastically than before. Well, if they
were dead, they were sure energetic enough. Then they were gone
and below him stretched road systems. Twin white and red lights
streaked back and forth in their thousands. His gaze was drawn
eastwards. Dawn was breaking. The beast beneath him banked
right, climbing high above a layer of cloud.

The whoof, whoof sound of wings beating the morning air in

perfect time filled him with a sense of anticipation. Before him a



mountain spire loomed. He recognised it as the one into which he
fled. Following a static crackle in his left ear, a female voice
startled him for a second. A hand appeared in front of his face,
adjusting a thin wire to brush his lips. Strange words filled his
head and for the first time he noticed other creatures flying in
formation to his left and right. After forming a precise holding
pattern they touched down one by one on the mountain ledge.

The ledge blazed with artificial white light. Riders and Flight
Crews hustled, chatting easily with each other. As he dismounted,
Rhyka detected an atmosphere of tension. The eyes he looked
through focused on a bank of monitors fitted to a rock wall reeling
off a stream of figures. He sat at a table and sipped at a brackish
fluid that tasted vaguely like kar-fee. A wrist bearing a flashing
numerical instrument was brought up to chest height. He studied it
momentarily but couldn’t make head nor tail of the whirling digits.
His vision blurred when a helmet was slapped over his head.
Someone pounded the back of it. Raucous laughter filled his ears.
He said something into the wire at his lips. Following more
laughter, five energetic young men and women dressed in strange
apparel surrounded him.

Each wore a black helmet fitted with a dark green sliding visor
and chin microphone, white numbers were painted forward and
rear. Their black one-piece suits looked like leather but felt like wet
parchment and were remarkably warm. These suits had

corresponding numbers emblazoned on the chest and back. There



was much backslapping, good-humoured laughter and cheesy grins
as the group proceeded to the flight area. Suddenly all heads spun
right. He noted half the monitors reflected what he and his
companions were seeing. The remainder reflected their images as
similarly clad men and women strolled around the corner. Only
these flyers wore all white and their numerals were inscribed in
black. More noise sounded in his ear. A female voice filled with
urgency snapped instructions in his ear. Two men in white coats
wheeled a creature about on a strange contraption. Handlers, he
guessed. Someone prodded him. He stumbled forward and
stepped onto a metal platform that was lowered by some unseen
means onto the creature’s back.

The images faded into a muzzy grey light. His next sensation was
of breathing sounding loud in his ears. He found himself in the air.
The sky was blue and the dawn sun cast long red fingers across
the landscape, turning the tall silver buildings a blood colour. The
cool morning air was filled with riders like himself. There was utter
confusion in the sky. Riders flew their mounts with visors down,
making them look like sinister insects. High above, two creatures
had locked claws in a deadly embrace. They plunged earthwards
in a looping spiral screaming manically at one another. Only one
retained a rider.

Hunched across the back of his creature, he turned constantly to
view the sky above and below him. Out the corner of his eye, he

spied a mount diving towards him in a murderous rush of claws.



The creature’s beak was open. It screamed a challenge. Long
claws were extended, intending to rip him from the back of his
mount. He kneed his mount into a rolling dive. Above him he heard
a sickening crunch as creature met creature. He didn’t turn to see
them spin out of control earthwards. His ears roared and crackled
with many excited voices, some panicked. Others sounded like
battle cries.

Across his chest he braced a long flexible pole. At the end of
which a green ball pulsated. Rhyka power-dived at a ring of
concentric, flashing red lights on the mountainside. Instinctively,
he knew he was involved in a deadly battle and that his
companions were running defence for him. Poles flickered. Yellow
and blue lightning flashes whipped by his mount’s head. The body
he was in ducked and wove. Somewhere, someone screamed. A
riderless creature spun crazily by in a corkscrewing dive, wings
aflame. One eye was a smoking mass of gluey brown gel. Rhyka
guessed the rider had plummeted to his death.

Riders dived across his path, snapping off electric shots at each
other. Some made ineffectual swipes at the pulsating ball
balanced on the tip of his pole. A cold feeling enveloped him as
realized that he was unable to aim or discharge his lightning pole
while he controlled the ball. He must rely entirely on the skill of his
mount and flying companions to defend him. The mountainside
loomed large. If he didn’t turn soon he would be pancaked across

its face. As the creature dipped its left wing the long pole was



drawn across his right shoulder. A familiar voice cried an order.
He hurled the ball with all his might towards the strobing rings of
light. His knees gripped the creatures back as the ball sped away.
Cheers and whoops of glee registered in his ears. He looked up to
see the strobing red ring change colour to purple. Giant numerals
appeared in the air across the mountainside, only to vanish
seconds later. He felt elation welling in his chest. But something
bright and hot whizzed past his head. Desperately he twisted his
torso, trying to locate the source. But a pole caught his helm a
glancing blow. Stars exploded in his head. His vision blurred,
blood ran into his eyes, blinding him. His creature craned its head
around to view him. More lightning flashes zipped past him.

Rhyka awoke breathing hard. Perspiring heavily, he recalled
where he was. Pain lashed his body. A moan escaped his lips.
Something moved. His eyes rotated to catch the creature snake its
head down to better view him. It wasn’t a dream. He really was in
a cave with this beast. As his brain raced with thoughts of renewed
death, a contented rumble not unlike a cat purring started up as the
enormous head withdrew to resettle in the centre of a powerful
chest. Wide-eyed and startled, he sidled into the passage as
guietly as he could manage. But the beast noticed his furtive
movements. It squawked loudly, and waddled after him.

Rhyka froze in the passage outside the alcove. From adjoining
alcoves several beasts emerged hissing angrily. Instantly the giant

behind Rhyka rose to its full height. Wings the size of a darge salil,



brushed the tunnel walls. The frightened monk watched an
exchange of enraged hissing, backed by several harsh booms as
the creatures tested each other. Almost immediately, the two
giants menacing Rhyka retreated. Stunned by these actions but
nevertheless grateful, Rhyka made for the cavern entrance at a fast
hobble with his newfound benefactor waddling along behind. He
found himself back in the sunlit gallery he had fled earlier. His
pack was there. The giant creature observed him in silence.
Rhyka decided that if he were ever going to escape this place, now
would be as good a time as any. Leaving his protector Rhyka
painfully climbed the stairs. He was fairly sure the creature’s
clawed feet would prevent it from climbing the staircase.
Immediately the brute began thrumming. It commenced hopping
from one giant claw to the other in a fit of agitation. The further
along the gallery he travelled, the more frantic the creature
became. It occurred to Rhyka that some form of danger might lay
ahead. He proceeded cautiously.

On entering the gallery, it was obvious this place was fashioned
by ancient stone burning tools. Artefacts, in various stages of
decay, lay strewn about the floor. Rhyka’s attention was captured
by a series of yellow wall plaques, which he had previously taken
to be shields. Each plaque held engravings, ancient scenes telling
the cavern’s story.

The tale was of humans and the giant creatures interacting. In

cupped palms one human held an egg the size of water pitcher.



Another held a smaller egg in his palm, while the third had a hawk
resting on his forearm.

The next plaque was separated into a series of cake-like
sections. The first depicted several cracking eggs. In the next
portion, hatchlings stretched snaky necks to human hands. The
third portion was most interesting. A human with a hawk upon his
arm pointed at tiny figures of humans sitting upon the backs of
these creatures as they flew over a tall towered city and expansive
parklands. His finger was aimed directly at the under wing.

Further plaques presented similar themes; most were essentially
the same, humans riding the creatures. The next collection of discs
presented men and beasts flying about a cloudy sky in various
poses. The men grasped long poles, from which they tossed about
a ball, of all things.

By a shattered grey cabinet of perma-steel, Rhyka came upon
another series of wall plaques. The first was a map of the entrance
to the Ark, the Spire itself and the land immediately surrounding
the Spire. His trembling fingers traced the winding roadway to the
valley below, to the cavern, to an inside view of the cavern,
tunnels, gallery, dome, rookery and landing areas congested with
milling humans and towering creatures. One disc indicated how to
fit a simple harness around the creature’s neck and over the ridges
on its back. Another plague stood out; a raised black cross was

slashed through its centre. Each portion depicted a creature in



flight overwhelming a giant kangaroo then a variety of views as it
fed on the carcass.

Favouring his shoulder and ribs, Rhyka proceeded to the balcony
to regard the magnificent thrumming beast below. Where previously
stood an awesome killing machine, he now observed a thing of
ancient beauty. He looked back at the plaque and decided to call
the creature a Hawk-Wing. He spied harnesses hanging from wall
pegs nearby. He hobbled over and shook one down. When it
didn’t fall to bits, he knew it to be made of perma-glaz and
manufactured by ancient hands.

The harness consisted of extraordinarily light blue webbing and
metal buckles. Two lightweight balls, the size of a football were
sewn into the webbing. Excruciatingly aware that climbing down the
mountain wasn’t an option: he had two choices. Stay and starve or
fly and live. He confronted the Hawk-Wing, harness in hand when
another dust-covered plaque caught his eye. He brushed aside
eons of filth to reveal a standing Hawk-Wing, wings slightly spread
and head lowered and level with a human’s head.

This Hawk-Wing’s head was tilted at an acute angle similar to
that which Rhyka observed in the alcove. There followed another
series of etchings. Arrows pointed to various body parts. Below
each arrow, a human was portrayed with an outstretched hand.
Rhyka rubbed the built up muck away. In the next series of
plagues, those areas were revealed with the man scratching,

rubbing or stroking the creature’s body.



Hefting the harness onto his good shoulder Rhyka descended to
the cavern floor and approached the purring beast. The first
movement the Hawk-Wing made was to drop and tilt its head.
Golden plate-sized irises regarded him curiously. Rhyka watched
the veins as thick as his forearm on its throat pulse with blood.
Certain in the knowledge that giant beak could rip him in two; he
reached out and scratched gently behind the jaw line. If it could be
said that such a hulking beast displayed signs of pleasure, this one
certainly did. Its eyelids drooped, a great purple and pink tongue
lolled from its beak.

The skin was soft to touch. Covered in delicate short brown hair,
hard muscles undulated below the skin. Thick veins fanned blood
throughout the body. As he scratched, the Hawk-Wing vibrated
pleasurably. Each curved tooth in its beak was the size of a dagger
and serrated for tearing. Hawk-Wings must swallow chunks of meat
whole, he thought recollecting the mounts hauled away hours
earlier. Its head bobbed meeting each long scratch. He swapped
arms, scratching even harder.

The Hawk-Wing responded, rustling its wings as if fanned by a
gentle breeze. Rhyka murmured soothing tones. It nuzzled him.
Gradually he decreased scratching and looped the harness around
the thick neck. He threw the rest up and onto its back. With some
effort he pulled the straps down and after some experimenting

buckled one under the chest either side of each wing join. The two



balls fitted neatly into muscle hollows where the wing and chest
joined. The Hawk-Wing regarded him calmly.

Walking behind the creature, he took hold of the traces and
tugged the reins. As in the plaques, the creature lowered itself in a
flattened position to the floor so that Rhyka could mount. Gingerly
Rhyka drew himself onto a bended back. Ever so gently he fitted
his feet into the web stirrups then tested his weight. The Hawk-
Wing stood upright, shook out its wings then it waddled towards the
exit ramp. For a second the pair was poised over nothing. The
creature spread its enormous wings then fell into the abyss.

Rhyka’s heart leapt into his mouth. His stomach felt as if it was in
his mouth. He stifled a scream, blinking back wind-driven tears. He
looped his arms through the harness. Lying prone, he looked
between the neck and wing. His mount was plunging earthwards at
a sickening rate. In that same instant, the motion of his stomach
changed. His eyes bulged when the ground fell away. He found
himself soaring above the cavern. All about him hundreds of Hawk-
Wings hung suspended in space.

Though many swept curiously by, not one moved towards them.
Rhyka now had to determine how to guide this powerful creature.
The Hawk-Wing gave no indication Rhyka was even upon its back
as they circled higher into the chilly morning sky. Rhyka considered
the weightless balls beneath each wing socket. He gave the left
trace an experimental tug. The left wing rotated, scooping air,

rolling and plunging them in a power dive earthwards. Rhyka



screamed as an icy wind threatened to tear him loose. He
wrenched on the opposite trace, the Hawk-Wing straightened out,
but the rate of descent continued. Fighting back panic, he tugged
both traces. Subtly the great shoulder muscles shifted wing
membrane and the blood rich chocolate wings flattened out. After
two long wing beats, the rush ceased and the ground remained at a
steady distance.

Murmuring words of praise Rhyka stroked the Hawk-Wing’s neck.
Further experimentation had his mount aimed back to the landing
ramp. Sail-like wings rotated downward scooping the wind. With a
jar and thump the Hawk-Wing skidded to a halt. Rather than
continuing, as Rhyka expected, the enormous creature cocked its
head and eyed him reproachfully. Then it croaked. Almost
apologetically, he detached himself from the harness. The Hawk-
Wing shook out its wings, and then waddled away.

Rhyka hobbled behind, elated as never before. He followed the
Hawk-Wing to a scummy water trough. Fearlessly Rhyka
approached and rubbed under the creature’s furry wing, whereupon
it immediately began to drum and purr like a contented cat. He
rested his weary head against the muscular chest listening to a
heart the size of a wombat beat.

‘l name you Sha’Eila, after our glorious Earth Mother for you truly
are a gift of the gods,’ he said, stroking her neck.

Instinctively he sensed that this beast was female. Rhyka spied a

plague spattered with centuries of droppings. In old-earth English,



this plaque bore the inscription - PTEROSAUR ROOKERY. Rhyka
retrieved his backpack then guided Sha’Eila to the cavern
entrance. This time he experienced a little less fear as they leapt
into nothingness. Confidently, he steered the Hawk-Wing to the
base of the spire.

Taking Sha’Eila into Brizaria was a death sentence for them both.
Rhyka landed not far from the shattered fortress; he would have to
make the return journey on foot. But as he alighted, he could not
recall any instructions on how to dismiss the Hawk-Wing. So he
set his pack aside, pointed into a purpling sky and shouted, ‘Go!’

Sha’Eila responded by purring loudly and rubbing her cheek
along Rhyka’s shoulder, almost knocking him flat. So Rhyka tried
walking slowly away, but Sha’Eila waddled after him. Rhyka
paused. He strode to Sha’Eila’s back. Thinking Rhyka wanted
clamber aboard she lowered herself. Taking up the traces, he
tugged hard then quickly stepped away. Sha’Eila waddled
forwards, spread her wings and was soon lost in the fog-bound sky.

The bond he felt for the Hawk-Wing was so inexplicably powerful
that his chest welled with emotion. But let go of her he must. Even
with his back to her, he could see the Hawk-Wing in the centre of
his head. A warm tingling feeling, like warm water being poured
over his skin filled his mind. It was Sha’Eila responding to him
telepathically. No matter what the future held, he would never be

separated from the Hawk-Wing.



An outpost where he could bribe a certain official to send a
pigeon message to the Assayer at the court of the Lord High
Recycler was not far away. Over the next two days and two nights,
he followed the river into Brizarian controlled territory. His
thoughts were constantly on the Hawk-Wing, she was the secret he

must keep for both their sakes.



