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      Blood in the sand—a coppery smell mingled with a baking, dusty odor that Zaiyera hated. When the wind shifted, betraying the presence of raiders hiding on the other side of the towering dunes ahead, she knew she’d soon be surrounded by that smell.

      The few black braids hanging out of her keffiyeh fell over her face as she leaned forward to give her camel a pat on the neck. “Be ready, my friend. There will be death today.” She straightened again and touched the small, red four-point flower tattoo on her forehead, then the two identical ones on each cheek.

      Another camel appeared beside her, ridden by a man built like a wedge of muscle. A sturdy northerner. Zaiyera regarded him as he pulled up beside her. Barum, he’d said his name was? He’d had a thick black beard when she had met him at the beginning of this journey. The heat had persuaded him to cut it off. “You talk to that thing like it understands you,” Barum said. “Can’t deny you southern folk’re different, but you’re a little further different than any I’ve met.”

      Zaiyera returned her gaze to the approaching dunes as they slowly made their way forward, several hundred yards ahead of the main caravan. A breeze dragged its warm fingers through her hair and across her face, further infecting her nostrils with the scent of sweat and the arrogant confidence of their future attackers.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?” Barum said after the silence endured. “Didn’t mean offense, miss my lady.”

      “No offense taken,” Zaiyera replied, scanning the peaks of both sand dunes towering over the trail between them. The raiders she smelled were on the other side of the dune on the right, but it would be foolish not to assume there would be an attack from the other side as well. The whole scene looked like a set of jaws waiting to clamp shut as soon as they were fully inside the waiting maw.

      Barum followed her gaze. “You see something I don’t? Other than an ocean of sand sprinkled with dunes and rocks, that is.”

      “Prepare the caravan for attack.” Zaiyera jerked her chin in the direction of the dunes ahead. “It will come from both sides as soon as we’re completely between them.”

      Barum grunted. “Does seem a perfect spot for an ambush. Why not just go around?”

      Another camel arrived on Zaiyera’s left side, ridden by a man with the tell-tale beauty of a Viriksani. Jaide Amadi nodded in greeting, his green eyes sparkling like the Great Sea to the east. “Because, good Barum, the sand on the other side of those dunes is too thick for wagon wheels. If we travel far enough around to avoid that, we will be well away from the trail, and the raiders would attack us anyway, yes? The only advantage would be the possibility of running them off or killing them before their friends arrive. Either way, it’s a fight.”

      He was right, of course. There would be no avoiding a fight this day. Zaiyera just hoped, as always, that there would be no casualties among the people she and these two men guarded. “Warn the caravan and prepare the guards for attack.”

      “You’re the boss,” Barum replied, and turned his mount away.

      The Viriksani offered a half smile and held his hand to his heart with a bow in the saddle. “It will be done.” He wheeled his mount away, the straps at the back of his brown turban flapping as he set his camel into a long-legged gallop.

      Ten guards, including Barum and Jaide, were divided in half and positioned on either side of the wagons by the time they reached the halfway point between the dunes. The looming slopes cast a welcome shade from the blazing sun, complemented by the soft breeze that drifted by. While the caravanners—almost all foreigners—complained that even the breeze felt like it came from a kiln, the Samharan people native to these lands closed their eyes and breathed a contented sigh.

      Then the attack came.
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      The raiders spilled over the side of the dunes in a cacophony of shouting, whooping, and hollering. They waved scimitars and machetes with jagged edges designed to break an adversary’s weapon.

      “Soo loonah,” Zaiyera cooed into Sadiq’s ear. The camel’s furry ear twitched and some of his tension released beneath her.

      She looked over her shoulder to the caravan where the guards waited on mounts. Two raiders broke off from the main band and sped her way, having noticed the distance between Zaiyera and the caravan. They

      “Heyup!” Zaiyera barked. Sadiq lurched into motion. The camel’s run was swift, blowing the few exposed braids from underneath Zaiyera’s purple keffiyeh away from her face. She guided Sadiq to the right of the approaching trio and the marauders angled with her. Zaiyera drew Shatr, her magnificent blue-steel scimitar.

      After so many years together, Sadiq knew her intention, and the camel continued his arcing direction, just managing to get Zaiyera to the outside raider while avoiding the other two. The woman closest to Zaiyera looked at her with murderous brown eyes that widened in surprise upon their first clash.

      Zaiyera flipped her scimitar over her head and caught it with her left hand. She swung the blade into the raider’s weapon with such force, she nearly disarmed her opponent. As soon as the blades disengaged, Zaiyera cut down and back. The maneuver missed, but she hadn’t intended to score a hit. The true blow came to the raider’s confidence. As Zaiyera turned Sadiq, she saw the other woman’s realization that her intended prey was stronger and quicker than she.

      “Ip yip!” Zaiyera chirped. Sadiq surged forward.

      The raider shouted to her companions and pointed her scimitar at Zaiyera. They had been forced around the far side of the duel, but now were headed straight for Zaiyera. With a squeeze of her knees to his sides, she guided Sadiq to veer to the right. The raiders adjusted with her, but they wouldn’t be able to come at her from both sides.

      One of the raiders slowed, while the other continued toward Zaiyera, angling to the side to get behind her.

      “Ip yip!” she said to Sadiq, who stretched his neck out as he burst into a full run.

      Zaiyera guided Sadiq toward the raider coming up beside her. As he drew the blade back to sweep at her head, Zaiyera snapped her hands to the back of the camel’s hump. The raider’s triumphant grin disappeared when Zaiyera, with her weight on her hands, tucked her feet in and leapt toward the raider from Sadiq’s back.

      Shatr flashed in her left hand. Zaiyera blocked the raider’s blade while curling her body midair. She snapped her foot into the attacker’s nose. It shattered in a spray of blood while Zaiyera drew her foot back and collided with his chest, knees leading.

      Her opponent hit the ground head first with a sickening crunch, while Zaiyera landed in a roll. As soon as her feet were under her, she spun in a crouch with Shatr held in a defensive angle, the raider with the broken neck dying behind her.

      The second rider turned his camel and was heading straight for her.

      Zaiyera stole a quick glance over her shoulder. The woman she’d first clashed with was bearing down on her from behind. She sprinted toward the closer woman.

      The raider veered to the left to line up Zaiyera for a swing of her blade.

      Having seen enough of the woman’s actions to know that she was right-handed, Zaiyera guessed the raider’s move and started in that direction. The woman pulled her camel farther to the left, but they were too close. Zaiyera gave a shout and leapt at the camel, feigning a jab at its head.

      The frightened camel groaned and lurched away, causing the rider to overbalance toward Zaiyera.

      Shatr flashed out toward the top of the woman’s head. The raider screamed as the scimitar dug into her scalp. Zaiyera gritted her teeth as she slid the blade free. The woman tumbled from the saddle while her camel angled toward the other riderless animal shambling away from the battle.

      Back down the trail, the other raiders had reached the base of the enclosing sand dunes and had engaged the caravan guards. Clanging steel and battle cries shattered the serenity of the desert, while the coppery smell of blood leaking into the sand assaulted her nostrils. Blood in the sand.

      The ground vibrated beneath her feet. Zaiyera instinctively dove to the side just as a scimitar whipped overhead. She came to her feet in a crouch as the third raider came around. That was stupid, Zaiyera, she chastised herself for forgetting the other attacker.

      She held Shatr at her side, waiting as the raider turned and moved his camel to the left to get a clear swing at her.

      Zaiyera drew a dagger from its sheath on her leg.

      The raider saw her draw the weapon but was moving too fast. He pulled on the reins and the camel grunted as it turned aside. Zaiyera let fly the dagger. The throw had been to distract, which worked, as the rider flinched away, causing his camel to slow to a trot to keep from stumbling. Zaiyera sprinted after the slowing animal as the raider struggled to get it under control. When he turned, Zaiyera cut Shatr at him in a sideways arc.

      The blade bit deeply into his arm, and Zaiyera slid it free. The man screamed as he tumbled from the saddle. His screams died abruptly when Shatr opened his throat.

      Doing her best to ignore the horrible smell of death, Zaiyera called to Sadiq. “Kaya yip!” she called. Waiting patiently, if nervously, a dozen feet away, Zaiyera’s groaning companion trotted toward her.

      She jogged to Sadiq as the woman Zaiyera had felled struggling to stand. She held one hand to her profusely bleeding scalp, while her other hand moved in a pattern in the air. Her shaking hands began to move more smoothly, and a faint golden glow trailed her gestures.

      Zaiyera changed direction and sprinted for the woman, Shatr at her side. The raider completed her gesture and a three-foot tall glowing green disk appeared in front of her. More than a dozen spheres opened in the disk and launched razor-like shards. Zaiyera sliced Shatr upward and dove aside. The shards zipped past her.

      The raider’s mouth fell open when the green disk fell apart in the air. The hesitation cost her.

      Zaiyera came to her feet in a run, quickly closed the distance between herself and the other woman and ran the blue-steel scimitar through her stomach. The impaled raider bent forward with a gurgling grunt. Zaiyera snatched her blade free, and the woman crumbled to the ground. More blood flowed into the once pure sand.

      She wiped blood off the scimitar on the raider’s clothes, sheathed it, then turned and cupped her hands to her mouth. “Lancers!” she shouted, using the northern term for those who danced the stream.

      If anyone heard, they didn’t have time to respond. All the caravan guards were fully embroiled in battle. One was down, his body lying at an awkward angle, and the rest were outnumbered two to one.

      Sadiq trotted up beside her, and Zaiyera crouched, swung her arms, and leapt with all her strength. She reached up and grabbed hold of the saddle and swung her leg over. “Hey yup!” she yelled. Sadiq groaned and broke into a run.

      As she drew near the embattled caravan, Zaiyera saw that the big Dor’haighener, Barum, and one of the other guards had taken a back-to-back position. On the other side of the caravan, Jaide Amadi battled two men at once. The Viriksani danced beautifully between his adversaries, keeping them at bay with slices and parries, stabs and feints. He seemed hardly to tire at all.

      A man and woman appeared at the top of another dune. They made their way down to the middle of the mountain of sand and began to dance the stream. Their gestures were wide and sweeping, with golden light trailing their movements. If those two weren’t trying to kill the people Zaiyera was defending, she’d have thought their dance beautiful. The way their movements complemented each other, how the man swept his arms in a wide, upward arc, while the woman swept her leg into the air, then arced both her hands in a downward sweep.

      The beautiful dance turned deadly as the streamdancers finished their movements and released the flow they’d drawn.

      A disk larger than one of the caravan wagons materialized in the air as if sliding out of a running stream of water. The warping image continued to slide upright seemingly out of an invisible slit in the air, until it finally became solid.

      Zaiyera felt the stream from even this far away. She imagined the pure bliss of touching it, swirling it, and drawing the flow into herself and projecting it outward. Zaiyera clenched her teeth and shook herself out of the distraction. Never. Never again. She changed course and charged straight for the two streamdancers.

      The translucent blue disk pulsated, then rotated. The disk turned sideways, spinning faster and faster. Bolts of electricity streaked across the disk while it spun faster still. Now a blur, the disk shot across the distance between the streamdancers and two of the caravan guards. It blasted one unfortunate man apart and sliced cleanly through the nearest guard. She hit the ground in two parts and lay on her back, staring sightlessly at the burning sun.

      Zaiyera drew her scimitar in frustration, but she could do nothing. Too far away. She urged Sadiq to run faster, and her laboring companion stretched his neck out, moving as fast as his long, knobby-kneed legs could take them.

      The disk spat streaks of electricity that struck several nearby caravanners. They collapsed, twitching and spasming on the ground. The disk shot across the air again. Three caravan guards in its path dropped to their stomachs at the last moment. The disk whizzed over their heads, missing by inches.

      The disk stopped several feet in front of the streamdancers again, and both made complementing gestures drawing from the stream once more and adding it to the disk. It grew larger as it spun in place before them.

      Zaiyera sheathed Shatr and placed her hands in the middle of Sadiq’s hump. She leaned forward, placed all her weight on her hands, and lifted herself up. Placing her feet just behind her hands and at the back of the hump, Zaiyera slowly uncurled her body, holding her hands out for balance atop the running camel.

      One of the streamdancers made a short, snapping gesture toward Zaiyera. A tiny disk appeared in front of him, elongated into a spear, and shot toward her.

      Zaiyera drew Shatr and sliced it apart before it got close.

      The dancer’s eyes widened and he said something to the woman beside him. She made a gesture, and the spinning disk turned horizontal again.

      Zaiyera crouched and tapped Sadiq on his right side. The camel veered in that direction. She leapt from his back.

      The disk shot forward.

      The bolt of raw power shot underneath Zaiyera as she glided into a forward flip over it. As she continued her flip, the disk streaked toward a crowd of caravanners.

      Zaiyera sliced Shatr in an upward arc as she came upright in her flip. It was a blind strike, and she prayed to the Goddess Shakimah that her blade struck true.

      She hit the ground in a roll and sprawled onto her side amidst a shower of electric sparks. Zaiyera forced herself up, spitting sand and grit. Without looking, she swiped Shatr upwards in front of herself.

      The scimitar cut through a speeding disk of blue light coming straight for her face. Zaiyera sprinted for the two streamdancers, grinning at the look of disbelief on their faces.

      They began their movements again, their gestures coordinated, each sweep of a hand or swipe of a foot complementing the other. They were working as one to share the lifeprice. Smart.

      Two small rotating disks appeared in the air and flew towards her.

      Zaiyera skidded to a stop and sheared through the disk with an outward cut, then brought the hilt of the scimitar up, the blade pointing down across her body. The disk collided with the blade and sliced in half around it. Both pieces fizzled into nothingness in the air.

      By the time the two streamdancers could process the what had happened, Zaiyera closed the distance and ran the woman through before she could touch the stream again. In one motion, Zaiyera turned from the dying woman while pulling her scimitar free. The remaining streamdancer fumbled to draw his rusty scimitar.

      He’d barely gotten half the blade free by the time Shatr took his hand. The sword slipped back in its sheath as the raider’s hand tumbled into the sand. The man gave one brief holler of agony before Zaiyera silenced him forever.

      She lowered the lifeless body to rest against the dune and pulled her weapon free. A quick survey of the area told her that the battle had mostly been won. With all three of their streamdancers dead, and the remaining guards bolstered by a handful of caravanners, the raiders had no hope of victory.

      Zaiyera started toward the caravan as the attackers began their retreat. The defenders gave chase until one of the last of the fleeing bandits turned and made a quick gesture. Zaiyera growled. She’d thought only three streamdancers were with this band.

      The woman stabbed her hand into the air and drew back. A whip that looked like it was made of air came into form, and she lashed it at the pursuing guards.

      The air-whip struck the two leading guards as though it were a physical weapon. The whip cut through robes and tore flesh open. The pursuing guards fell mid-stride, grabbing at bleeding wounds. Another guard got close and drew her scimitar. The streamdancer flicked the whip at her, and the guard chopped in a downward stroke.

      Zaiyera looked on with a mental sigh. It must have been a reflexive action. The guard knew better than that, surely? The whip passed right through the sword and slashed the woman’s sleeve, ripping open an angry gash in her arm.

      She sprinted toward the conflict and finally got herself between the streamdancer and the remaining guards. The raider lashed her air-whip at Zaiyera, who brought Shatr up. With a flick of the scimitar, she sliced cleanly through the whip. It dissipated in a puff of air before the shocked woman.

      With a quick circular gesture, the raider touched the stream and blasted sand into the air.

      The defenders guarded their eyes against the assault. When Zaiyera looked up again, the woman was halfway up the dune. She gave chase, high-stepping up the shifting mound. By the time she reached the crest, the woman had nearly reached the base of the dune. The rest of the raiders had already mounted their camels and taken flight.

      Zaiyera half ran half leapt down the other side of the dune. She clenched her eyes and mouth shut when she lost her balance and tumbled. Sand found its way into every space in her clothes, grinding on her skin.

      Halfway down, she regained her feet and opened her eyes in time to see the woman well away from the base. She moved in rhythmic patterns, golden sheets of light trailing her sweeping gestures. A giant glowing blue disk wavered in the air and became solid, almost twice the woman’s size. Patterns mirroring the gestures the raider had made filled the disk as it flared to life.

      To pay such a lifeprice she must be really afraid. Zaiyera tried to sit back into the soft slope and stop herself before that thing discharged. She finally managed to stop and crouched on the side of the dune. She held Shatr in front of her, hilt up, blade pointed down diagonally.

      The giant disk pulsated with energy, then burst into hundreds of shards. The shards elongated downward and plunged into the ground.

      Zaiyera held her stance while she scanned the area. Those shards went into the ground, which meant …

      She took off down the dune, hardly caring if she fell again and tumbled all the way to the base. A section of dune exploded behind her in a giant funnel.

      Her braids whipped about her head as the funnel passed overhead. She kept Shatr in a white-knuckled grip, her lifeline against this massive display of power.

      The funnel sucked her up into its middle. Zaiyera squinted through the blowing sand. If she lost her orientation, this thing could spit her out headfirst into the ground.

      Another blast knocked her sideways, and through the tempest, Zaiyera saw a second woman gesturing in her direction. She must have been hidden to the side of the dune.

      Zaiyera couldn’t stop her body from turning and tumbling in the funnel, but she managed to keep mental stock of her enemies’ positions. A barrage of glowing shards pierced the tempest.

      Her back almost parallel to the ground, Zaiyera swept Shatr over her body and down. The scimitar cut through the stream powering the shards, and most of them burst to pieces. Her counter had come late, however. Some shards slipped through and dealt her stinging cuts. If not for her robes and her body tumbling, they might have struck vital areas.

      The funnel moved away from the dune, carrying her dangerously high in the air. If Zaiyera severed the stream powering the funnel now, she would fall more than twenty feet. She tried to keep from getting dizzy in the endless turning and flipping, side to side, head over heels.

      One of the women on the ground touched the stream again, sending wave after wave of glowing blue shards speeding into the funnel.

      Struggling to see through the haze, Zaiyera sliced in the general direction of the streamdancers. She cut through the flow of one, then another of the women’s efforts. Most of the shards dissipated in the air, but some reached her before Zaiyera severed the flow powering them.

      Zaiyera grunted when another handful of shards sliced across her skin. She clenched her teeth. The blowing sand all around her worsened the sting, but she dare not cry out, lest she breathe it in.

      Two more assaults came. Another slipped through her defense; this one in the form of a blue spear that nearly ran her through. At the last moment, Zaiyera swept Shatr in a downward arc. The spear grazed her side just before she cut through the flow. Searing pain shot through her side, and she almost lost her grip on the scimitar.

      The ground was less than ten feet below. It would have to do. Zaiyera focused on the funnel, feeling the force powering it. The flow, drawn from the stream of power itself, kept the funnel alive, kept Zaiyera spinning aloft inside of it. With a swing of her scimitar, she cut through it. Like a rock causing a river to sweep around its sides, Shatr sliced through the middle of the flow and cut it off from the stream.

      The funnel evaporated and Zaiyera twisted herself around as she fell. Her feet had barely touched the ground when she threw her shoulder forward and rolled with the momentum. Despite the softness of the sand-covered ground, the landing lit a flaming pain in her right ankle, and another twinge of pain when her hand banged the ground as she rolled.

      Zaiyera ignored the pain and regained her feet. She held Shatr in her left hand, shifting most of her weight to her left foot.

      Both streamdancers advanced, their faces twisted with anger.

      “Your right hand is hurt, then?” one of the women said in a Shanhazian accent. “How long you think you can last with that fancy sword without your dominant hand, then?”

      “Give us that blade and we let you live, then,” the other woman said. “There’s two of us and one of you. And we’re both dancers. You have no chance.”

      They were almost close enough to engage, just another ten feet. Zaiyera could feel her ankle swelling. She would have to take them both in one try.

      As the women drew closer, Zaiyera saw their faces. Gray streaked their black hair, and faint wrinkles formed on their cheeks. Crow’s feet creased the corners of youthful eyes. These women had likely seen little more than two decades each of life. Zaiyera continued her exaggerated limp forward. The heavy lifeprice these women had paid this day would mean nothing, shortly. Just a few more feet.

      “Stop where you are,” the woman on the left said. She’d been the one trying to cover her and her comrades’ retreat. Or perhaps, her comrades had simply benefitted from her trying to cover her own retreat.

      The hot, still air held the scent of sweat and dust. The dune at Zaiyera’s back insulated them from any sounds from the caravan on the other side. While the overconfident women moved closer, Zaiyera thought she heard faint moaning and coughing. She tuned it out. She couldn’t afford to take her eyes off these women for an instant.

      Zaiyera stumbled the last few feet she needed, then stopped. The one on the left had joined her power to the woman Zaiyera had been chasing, thus she showed less of the aging the lifeprice induced. She’d need to take that one first. Zaiyera held Shatr sideways in front of her, the tip of the blade pointing right.

      The woman on the left licked her lips. It reminded Zaiyera of the sand and grit she’d eaten several times during the attack. She could still taste it, the tiny granules mixed in her saliva and grinding along her teeth.

      “Drop it to the ground,” the woman said. “Maybe this strange weapon give me back the lifeprice, then?”

      “Not how it works.” Zaiyera leapt forward, scimitar sweeping to the left. She gritted her teeth through a fresh burst of pain in her ankle, but the effort succeeded. The streamdancer on the left hadn’t expected Zaiyera to be ambidextrous, which led to her disembowelment.

      The second woman fell back and threw herself into the Dance. After cutting the first woman across the stomach, Zaiyera hopped into a sideways spin, switched the sword to her right hand, and thrust sideways.

      The attack missed, but it was enough to distract the woman from touching the stream. Zaiyera collapsed into a roll as soon as her bad foot touched the ground. She came into a partial kneeling position and stabbed out again. This time, she caught the woman in the hip.

      Her focus broken, the streamdancer cried out and grabbed at the wound.

      Zaiyera pulled the blade free so quickly, her enemy had little time to register the movement before the blade flashed across her hand. Three fingers thumped into the sand. The woman’s horrified scream ended in a gurgle as Shatr drove through her midsection to the hilt.

      The dead dancer slumped forward and Zaiyera pushed her aside. The body fell over in a heap.

      Zaiyera rolled over onto her back, heaving. She needed to treat her wrist and ankle before they swelled further and she couldn’t walk or use her hand. That required getting back to the caravan before they presumed her dead and left her behind.

      With a grimace, she curled up into a sitting position. The dune she’d climbed sat several dozen feet away. Given the pain in her ankle, it looked like a mountain. She looked in the direction of the second dead streamdancer and saw where the woman had come from. A couple of desert shrubs stood sentry in front of a makeshift shelter. In it lay three men, their arms bound.

      With effort, she climbed to her feet. Northerners, and surely dead in this heat, shelter or not. She started toward the dune, dreading the climb, when she heard a groan.
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      Zaiyera turned back toward the three unmoving figures lying in the shade of the sagging lean-to. One of them spasmed as he went into a fit of coughing.

      She made her way back, stepping lightly on her tender ankle. One of the men raised his head and cracked his eyes open when she drew near. His sunburnt lips moved, but barely more than a whisper came out.

      Zaiyera froze when she saw the image of a golden fist encased in black flames emblazoned on the scabbard of a sword. It lay atop three others piled in a corner nearby. She looked from the sword to the men several times, then stepped back. She should leave immediately. The man who’d moved was practically dead anyway, as the other two appeared to be. There was nothing she could do for them.

      She took another step away, then started to turn when the man moaned again and lifted his icy blue gaze to meet hers. Comprehension filled his weak eyes. “Please,” he whispered. “Must … help.”

      Zaiyera stared at him for several heartbeats. Only shydon hunters bore that insignia. A tainted streamdancer must be somewhere near, for those were the people they hunted. Just turn around and walk away. He can barely raise his head. He’ll go to sleep and Sun Dancer will deliver him into Shakimah’s embrace.

      The man mumbled something again and lifted his bound hands. His glazed eyes bore into her; pleading.

      Zaiyera absently rubbed her fingers together. The worst place she could be was in the presence of shydon hunters. Nothing but trouble could come of it, yet she couldn’t leave the man to die.

      With a sigh, she walked over and knelt in front of him. The chains binding his wrists were held by a lock with a small keyhole. “I’ll be back.” She left them and went back to the dead women. Zaiyera searched the streamdancers and found a little key in an inner pocket of one of their cloaks.

      She returned and unlocked the man’s shackles, then looked him over, trying to figure out how to help him to his feet with her own ankle injured. “Help me help you up,” she said. He looked at her without comprehension, and Zaiyera remembered he wasn’t Samharan. She repeated her words in the common tradetongue.

      This time, the man nodded and braced himself with one hand, while lifting his other for her to grab.

      Using the strength in her left leg, Zaiyera gritted her teeth and pulled the heavier man by the arm as he pushed himself up. Once he was up, she stumbled away, hopping to avoid putting weight on her right ankle. The man held on to keep her upright, and they both almost fell.

      He stood and breathed for a few moments before turning on stiff legs toward the man lying closest to the weapons. His legs shook as he lowered himself beside his fallen comrade and turned him onto his back. After listening to his chest, then placing his ear over the man’s mouth, he sighed and climbed back to his feet.

      He did the same with the other man who looked to be the youngest of the three. After a few moments, the man’s eyes widened and he waved her over. They lifted the young man into a sitting position and Zaiyera held his head to keep it from falling backwards. She lifted his eyelid and saw his eye move.

      “You both need water,” she said to the older man.

      He nodded and pointed toward the swords strewn about the ground. Behind them lay a waterskin.

      Zaiyera retrieved the water and helped the hunter drink. Once he’d had his fill, she poured a little bit on the younger man’s chapped lips. His tongue slid weakly over his lips. He opened his mouth to speak, but only a strained grunt came out. Zaiyera held the skin to his lips again. “Drink,” she said. The young man said nothing, but opened his mouth a bit more and received the water. Once he finished, Zaiyera handed the waterskin to the older man.

      She tried not to sigh again while she surveyed the scene. One dead shydon hunter and two nearly so. From what she knew of the organization, a typical team consisted of five, with a larger team numbering eight. If she assumed only five of these hunters traveled, either they had encountered more than one darkdancer, or had come upon a full kivuli dayasa.

      The latter seemed unlikely, but where were their companions? It was highly doubtful a band of raiders could dispatch a team of shydon hunters, even if every one of them were dancers. Too many questions she didn’t want the answers to. Better to be as far away from these men as possible.

      “My thanks to you,” a raspy voice said.

      Zaiyera turned back to see the older man, the sides of his blond hair streaked with grey, take another careful draw from the waterskin.

      “You surely saved our lives, my lady miss.”

      A Dor’haighener accent.

      “We … stand in your debt.”

      “You’re not standing yet,” Zaiyera replied. “But you must help me get him standing, quickly.” She lifted the young man’s arm and slipped under his shoulder. “You must summon whatever strength you have to help me. I can hardly walk myself, but we must climb the dune to get back to the caravan before they figure me for dead and leave.”

      The shydon hunter groaned as he climbed to his feet. “Surely they wouldn’t abandon you.”

      “They know not my fate,” Zaiyera replied. “We were attacked by what I suspect are the same raiders who captured you. They may think me dead.”

      “Then we make haste.” He inclined his head, fist to his heart. “I am Malker Argen, of Dor’haighen.” He stretched his neck forward as he swallowed, the pain of a parched throat still apparent. “Let’s move.”

      “Are you strong enough?” Zaiyera asked.

      Malker moved to the other side and draped the young man’s arm over his shoulders. “I’ll have to be. Come, Dyren. Let’s get you out of here.”

      They lifted him up and made their way out of the shelter. The shydon named Malker gasped as they stepped into the sun. A hot breeze sighed through the shelter behind, stirring Zaiyera’s braided hair and sliding across their faces.

      “Even … the wind … feels like it comes from an … oven,” Malker said between breaths.

      Zaiyera focused on the ground in front of her, concentrating on putting as little weight on her ankle while holding up her half of their burden. “It is the sigh of Sun Dancer, Malker Argen of Dor’haighen. Her breath upon the land keeps the air moving, and so too, the life upon it.”

      “Feels like hot death,” came the reply.

      Zaiyera glanced at him. Northerners. “Don’t talk. Save your strength.”

      They stopped at the base of the dune to catch their breath and craned their necks to look up to the top.

      “I’m not looking forward to this,” the shydon hunter said.

      Zaiyera didn’t disagree. It would have been hard enough climbing the dune on her own. She didn’t know how she’d do it half carrying a full-grown man.

      She was about to suggest Malker climb the dune alone and signal for help when a figure in light brown robes emerged over the top of the dune and waved.
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      “You have wandered a long way, niyima!” the robed figure called down in Soloush. “We thought you’d gotten bored and gone home. I convinced them to let me look here for you!”

      Zaiyera responded with a conservative smile as Jaide made his way down.

      “What did he say?” Malker asked.

      “He’s here to help,” Zaiyera replied. “He’s one of the caravan guards I’m working with.”

      “I heard him say something about niyima? Is that your name?”

      Good ear. “No, Malker Argen,” Zaiyera said. “That is a term of respect for a lady. My name is Zaiyera Tuneesh, of Kushtanja.”

      “Kushtanja,” Malker said thoughtfully. “You are a nomadic people, are you not?”

      “We are.”

      Jaide Amadi finally reached them and moved to relieve Zaiyera of her burden. “You must excuse me for not aiding you instead, northerner,” Jaide said to Malker, switching to tradetongue. “This damsel you travel with is in much need of my masculine assistance, lest she break and collapse to the ground in all her fragile glory.”

      Malker frowned, but Zaiyera replied with another restrained grin. “You’ve truly saved me, Jaide Amadi.”

      Jaide smiled and bowed at the waist—as much of a bow as he could, under his half of the burden. “At your service, niyima.”

      With the help of the Viriksani warrior, they helped the young shydon hunter over the dune and down the other side to the waiting caravan.

      A short and sturdy man with an even sturdier beard met them halfway to the assembled wagons. As with every northerner Zaiyera had ever met, the man’s gait was more of a forward-leaning stomp. She wondered if these people developed joint problems later in life, heavy-stepping around like that.

      “Mr. Jaide Amadi,” the man said, throwing a curious look at the man he helped to support. “I’m Greg Vose. You have the situation in hand, I see. But …”

      “Your questions are best directed at my superior, my friend,” Jaide interrupted, chuckling. “She’s just there.” He jerked his chin at Zaiyera.

      “Oh. I … apologies, my lady Zyera,” Greg said. “I didn’t … I mean …”

      “Mr. Vose?” Zaiyera replied, having long gotten used to the mangling of her name. “What is it?”

      Greg looked from Malker to the semiconscious shydon, then to Jaide. He rubbed his hands together. “Uh, looks like you’ve acquired a couple extra people.”

      “It’s possible the same bandits who attacked your caravan attacked these men,” Zaiyera said, nodding to Malker. “They would have perished had I not happened upon them.”

      “Of course,” Greg said. “Our supplies are rationed, but I’m sure we can make do.”

      “We who light the shadow appreciate your kindness, Mr. Vose,” Malker said.

      Greg’s eyes looked like they would bulge out of his head. “I … you’re shadow hunters? My apologies.” He bobbed into several bows. “I didn’t see …”

      Lines creased Malker’s face. He held up a hand. “It is fine, good sir. If you could find a place that we might shelter from the sun and recover, it would be most appreciated.”

      “Of course,” Greg replied. “You don’t even need to ask. Let me help.” The stocky man relieved Malker of his burden. “What’s his name, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Dyren Faust,” Malker replied.

      “Ah, fine name. Strong name.” Greg grunted as he shifted Dyren’s weight on his shoulders. “All right then, Mr. Faust. Let’s get you to a wagon and on the mend.” He waved a hand at a brown and white wagon a hundred yards ahead. “Marys has a wagon filled with cloths and other woven types of stuff. She can make a cot for him.”

      They took the semiconscious Dyren to the wagon and soon the young man was fast asleep under the watchful eye of mother hen Marys.

      “There’s plenty of wagons for you to find a place to ride, sir,” Greg said.

      Malker nodded. “My thanks, but if you’ve a camel to spare, I would ride.”

      Greg tilted his head. “You’ve the accent of a Nanshaighaner.”

      “You’ve a good ear. I am Malker Argen, and I do indeed hail from Nanshaigha.”

      Once again Greg’s eyes bulged, giving Zaiyera the impression of a species of nocturnal monkey from the jungles far south. She bit back her snicker.

      “Malker Argen as in … Master Shadow Hunter Malker Argen?” He removed his cap and bobbed several bows again. Now he looked like a Narobaub bird in a mating dance. “My apologies, sir. I didn’t recognize you.”

      Malker patted the air in front of him. “You’ve no need to apologize and I do not rank as Master Shadow Hunter, Mr. Vose.”

      “Beggin’ your pardon, sir,” Greg said, “but far as anyone else knows, the only person whose skill matches yours is Commander Durst, sir.”

      “I appreciate your words,” Malker replied, “but I fear tales of my skill are greatly exaggerated. And skill level does not equal rank.”

      “Oh, begging your pardon again, Master … uh … Sir Malker Argen.”

      “I am no knight, my good man.”

      “I … uh … of course…”

      “Perhaps that camel?” Malker asked.

      “Oh yes! Of course.”

      “You seem in good hands, now,” Zaiyera said. “I must find my friend.”

      “You lost someone during your skirmish?” Malker asked. “Perhaps I can help once I’ve a mount. We can both ride.”

      “Thank you, Malker Argen of Nanshaigha,” Zaiyera replied. “But I will find him, or he, me.”

      She left before the shydon could say anything more. With luck he would want to ride near his companion and leave her in peace at the front of the caravan.

      The luck of the Domahir spirit must be with these traders, for some of the wagons bore only superficial damage. Sadly, that luck didn’t extend to everyone. A few solemn faces rose from their prone comrades to meet her gaze, their sorrowful eyes bloodshot from weeping.

      Zaiyera dipped her head in respect for their loss. It was a meager gesture that belied the twisting anguish in the pit of her stomach. She and the other guards were supposed to protect these people, and their trust—some of them, at least—had been misplaced.

      She cupped her hands over her mouth and shouted. “Sadiq, my friend. Kaya yip! Kaya yip!”

      Several more times she called, ignoring the chill settling in her heart that her camel friend might have been killed or stolen away. She almost shed tears of relief upon hearing a series of long groans in the distance. She half trotted half limped to the lead wagon and rounded it to see her dear friend trotting toward her.

      He lowered his head and gave her a headbutt. Zaiyera laughed quietly, careful not to mock the grief of others. “Of course they could not take you, my friend,” she said. Sadiq blinked his long thick eyelashes at her, his huge lips flapping as he regurgitated and began chewing his cud.

      “I cannot leap onto your back right now, my friend,” Zaiyera continued. “Will you kneel for me?” She gave him a friendly rub along his side, then two quick pats as high up to his hump as she could reach.

      His mouth still moving side to side, Sadiq lazily swung his head around to look at her, then crouched, folding his legs underneath himself until he was sitting. Careful of her tender ankle, Zaiyera limped around to his left side so that she could shift her weight on her good foot. She swung into the saddle and held on as he stood again.

      Fortune followed their resumed journey, as no further attacks came. Occasionally Zaiyera would look back over her shoulder to check on the procession. As she’d hoped, the shydon named Malker Argen remained beside the wagon bearing his comrade. She wondered just how old the man was. His blue eyes shone with the light of youth despite the gray at his temples, and the weathered look upon his face that spoke of at least five decades of life.

      As Sun Dancer’s influence waned and Moon Dancer held sway, Greg Vose insisted the caravan was unanimous in their desire to push on. After a raider attack, foreign caravans usually became more agreeable to longer hours of travel.

      Zaiyera recognized the shydon hunter’s voice from behind as he called her name. She sighed, not bothering to look back, as the man’s camel trotted to catch up.

      “Zaiyera, my lady miss,” he called again.

      She raised her hand in greeting.

      “Might I have a word, if you please?” At Zaiyera’s nod, he went on. “I was hoping to get some information from you about this region.”

      “That is many more words than one, Malker Argen.”

      The creases at the corners of his eyes deepened with his grin. “Very well. I wish many words with you, if you please?”

      Zaiyera offered a polite smile as she willed her heartbeat to slow.

      “My thanks,” Malker said. “Have you any unusual news of this region?”

      “Unusual news?” Zaiyera asked.

      “Have you heard news of any conflict in these lands? Has anyone spoken of a suspicious man able to lance the stream?” Malker added. “He wears layered black robes and a wrapping about his head and around his face from the nose down. His robes are light brown, the form of dress common to these lands.”

      “I’m afraid I cannot help you,” Zaiyera said. “I have heard of no such man.” He’d piqued her curiosity, but she stifled any question before it reached her lips.

      “I see,” came Malker’s response.

      They rode in silence for a time, Malker casually scanning the desert landscape sprinkled with hardy grasses, shrubs, and trees, as well as the occasional niyabi tree with its green-leaved branches reaching toward the sky. The light brown landscape stretched as far as the eye could see, the rippled sand sheets slithering away into the distance like a great flat serpent.

      Beside Zaiyera, the northerner wiped sweat from his face and gazed at the sun, his mouth hanging open. What was placid unsullied beauty of the grandest scale to her, was hot suffering to those from the cold north.

      She flinched as she rotated her foot, working the sore ankle. She did the same with her left hand. Hopefully the remainder of their journey would be uneventful.

      “Your injuries aren’t serious, I hope?” Malker said.

      “Sprains only. I will be fine so long as we reach our destination without another fight.”

      “And where might that destination be, may I ask?”

      More questions.

      “Burkiba.”

      Malker rubbed his chin. “I know that name.” His face brightened. “Ah, the land of delicious cactus beer. Your beer is known to every major city of Dor’haighen, and likely the small towns as well. If you’ve never had it chilled, I would recommend it.”

      “I’ve only sampled it once,” Zaiyera replied. “The cactus from which the beer is made grows only in that region. I’m from farther south. You likely know more about it than I.”

      Silence stretched again, and Zaiyera was happy to let it continue. She’d only met one shydon in her life before Malker, and that woman had been the definition of intimidating. Every word she’d said, every question she’d asked, felt like an effort to dig into Zaiyera’s life for incriminating information. This man was pleasant, at least on the surface, but she had no illusions as to what he was. Even the most lawful of streamdancers—lancers, as they were called in the north—were uneasy around shydon hunters, and with good reason.

      “I haven’t traveled to this land often,” Malker finally said. “Are all Samhari so aloof?”

      Zaiyera opened her mouth to reply, then thought about it. “Excuse me, Malker Argen. I’ve a lot on my mind.”

      Malker looked on her with friendly pale blue eyes that carried a hardness to them. She knew that look. It spoke of adversity, friends lost, pain, and death. He sat his camel with the erect posture of a disciplined warrior from the north. The youthful way he moved despite his past middle-aged appearance, made Zaiyera wonder what could have driven the man to trade so many years of his life to touch the stream so deeply.

      He faced forward again and nodded. “Seems like every year we live, there’s a little more to think about. How long till we reach Burkiba?”

      “Two days or less,” Zaiyera replied. “If the caravan can continue at its current pace, perhaps a day and a half.”

      “What will you do after you’ve delivered these people to their destination—”

      “How fairs your companion?” Zaiyera interrupted. “Was he conscious when you left him?”

      Malker glanced over his shoulder at the procession behind. “He still sleeps, but his pulse and breathing are stable.”

      “Still,” Zaiyera said, “you should check on him. For those unaccustomed to the heat, an unhealthy person can easily slip away in their sleep.”

      While he weighed her words, it looked as though he might ignore Zaiyera’s advice and continue prying at her life. Eventually, though, he agreed.

      “I suppose you would know best, in this regard. Part of your job as a caravan guard?”

      “Somewhat.”

      “Very well. I hope to speak again, my lady miss.”

      Once Malker was well on his way back to the caravan, Zaiyera spared a look back. Jaide and Barum galloped past the shydon as though they’d been waiting for the man to finally leave her. She sighed. She would have no peace with her thoughts today.

      “How’s it go?” Barum said once they came up on either side of her.

      “As well as one could hope, Barum Hurst.”

      He squinted at her. “You know, miss milady … you’ve got to be the most formal person I’ve ever met outside the hoity halls of Nanshaigha palace. Not to say you’re the snobbish type, but that look of yours could make a glacier cringe.”

      The silence stretched while he waited in vain for her response. The northerner leaned forward and looked around Zaiyera at Jaide, who shrugged.

      “Please excuse my mood,” Zaiyera finally replied. “I’ve killed several people today and it’s dampened my spirits.”

      Barum snorted. “They’d have killed us all and took everything they could off our corpses.”

      “True,” Zaiyera replied. “But that fact does nothing to dull the sensation of my blade entering their bodies, their death shudders, or the sound of them choking on their own blood.”

      Barum’s mouth worked silently.

      “You’ve gone and done it, niyima,” Jaide said. “You’ve made the burly northerner resort to mimicking a drowning fish for your amusement.” He winked.

      Zaiyera chuckled and offered a friendly nod at the northerner. “Please excuse my … glacier-cringing mood.”

      “You’re also thinking about those who were lost,” Jaide surmised, his tone sober for the first time since she’d met him on this expedition. “Their loved ones grieve, but each of them knew the risks of traveling this route. Either take the longer route and risk harsher elements that could ruin some or all of their wares or brave the less traveled routes across northern Samhar and risk the raiders. You cannot always save everyone, niyima, though I know it weighs no less on your shoulders.”

      Zaiyera smiled politely. This was but another weight to add, but she had no right to do anything but shoulder it without complaint. “Did the two of you come to check on my mental state, or is there another reason you’re here?”

      That question sobered the mood quickly.

      “You know who them folks are with?” Barum asked. “The ones you picked up earlier today?”

      Zaiyera nodded. “They’re shydon hunters, or rather, shadow hunters, as you call them in the north.”

      Barum grunted. “Overheard the older one talking to the guy you dumped in that wagon.”

      A constant breeze swept through like the sigh of an oven, ushering in a canopy of gray clouds gliding in from the west. A nearby niyabi tree swayed lazily in the strengthening wind, waiting patiently as the earthy wet smell of rain settled heavily in the air like a promise.

      “I don’t know what you did on the other side of that dune,” Barum continued, “but it’s got that man interested in you.”

      Zaiyera’s heart skipped. How much had Malker Argen seen? What could he determine from what he had seen?

      “I didn’t think much about it, being honest,” Barum continued. “Shadow hunter’s ain’t much concern up in the north, long as you’re not doing things you shouldn’t be. You folk in the south though, seem to have an aversion to them, so our buddy Jaide informs me.”

      “From what I gathered,” Jaide said, “the man who just left you had been barely conscious, but he saw your battle. Bits of it, at least.”

      “Which means,” Zaiyera said, a sinking feeling settling in her stomach,” that he probably thinks I’m a streamdancer.”

      Barum frowned at her obvious discomfort. “I can’t see why that’d be a problem. It’s not like you’re goin’ around syphoning people to death. And you saved them, to boot. Being a lancer ain’t a crime in our land. Is it here in the south?”

      “It isn’t,” Zaiyera answered.

      “Sounds simple to me, then,” Barum said.

      “Cultural differences ensure nothing is simple, Barum Hurst of Dor’haighen.”

      “Definitely the most formal woman I’ve ever met outside the courts,” Barum said. He moved his camel closer, his northerner scent drifting into her nostrils. They smelled different than Samharans. It was a scent she couldn’t exactly describe, but if her eyes were covered she would be able to tell Barum and Jaide apart with ease.

      “Don’t know how much experience you have with shadow hunters,” Barum said, glancing over his shoulder. “But they travel in teams of five or seven. If they’ve crossed into another land, it’s probably in pursuit of a major threat. You might wanna ask that fellow some questions. Whoever they were chasing might not be far from us, or they might be between us and Burkiba. That would be a real problem. You saw how much damage a few lancers among those raiders could do. Imagine if they’re chasing darklancers.”

      Zaiyera bit her bottom lip. So much of the stream had flowed on that battlefield around her when she’d fought those two women, before discovering Malker and his companion. So much of the stream, that sweet, fulfilling, enveloping stream of life, creation, and destruction.

      She shoved down the tiny hunger inside her until it was no more than a dot, a tiny pinprick in her otherwise solid will. Zaiyera gazed at the sky. Night would be upon them soon, but those clouds looked ominous. Moon and stars, this couldn’t be worse timing. She needed to dance the stream tonight, to taste it, or at least feel it around her, even if she could never again touch the flow directly.

      “Our chances are improved by the path we take, niyima,” Jaide Amadi said, misunderstanding her strained expression. “A tainted one would not take this route. Not enough travelers to feed their addiction. I believe good fortune favors our odds.”

      “Hopefully you’re right,” Zaiyera replied.

      “You know,” Barum said. “I saw you at work with that blade of yours. I don’t know how it works and it’s no business of mine to ask, but you could find a bit of extra pay with those shadow hunters. After we reach Burkiba and they’ve rested, they’ll need a guide. All the better that you can fight.”

      “Thank you for the suggestion,” Zaiyera said.

      Thunder crackled in the distance like a great beast awakening to a hibernation-long hunger. The wind howled over the surrounding dunes, gradually picking up strength until it chased the heat away. Despite the refreshing turn in the weather, it held an energy that made Zaiyera uneasy.

      After once again sitting in silence for a response that didn’t come, Barum finally gave up. “Anyway, thought we’d just warn you what the deal is.” He turned his camel about. “I’ll keep my ears open,” he called over his shoulder.

      “That northerner is a good man,” Jaide said. “Smells like animal leather even though he’s wearing none, but a good man nonetheless.”

      “We probably smell just as odd to him,” Zaiyera replied.

      Jaide shrugged. “I doubt you haven’t thought of it already, niyima,” he said, reverting to their native tongue of Soloush. Like Barum earlier, he too glanced over his shoulder. When his brow creased, Zaiyera guessed Malker must be approaching.

      “Your scimitar,” Jaide continued, speaking quickly. “Please excuse my bluntness, but it is obviously dancecraft. Northerners do not think favorably of such items. Please be careful with these men.”

      “Thank you for the warning,” Zaiyera replied.

      Jaide gave a polite smile and nodded, then repeated the gesture when Malker arrived. “Good day to you, sir,” he greeted, reverting back to tradetongue.

      “Good day to you as well, friend,” Malker replied.

      The trio rode in silence, though Zaiyera could practically feel the northerner’s desire to speak with her alone. She threw Jaide a quick nod of appreciation. The Viriksani winked.

      Malker finally gave up all pretense. “I must ask your pardon for my rudeness, sir,” he said to Jaide. “But I would speak with the lady about an important matter in confidence.”

      Thunder crackled again, and a gust of wind blew across the open land. Rippled sandy sheets blew away in clouds.

      Jaide lifted part of the keffiyeh wrapped around his neck over his nose, so that only a tiny slit was visible for his eyes.

      Zaiyera did the same and pointed ahead. “Our conversation will have to wait, Malker Argen,” she said, her voice muffled.

      Malker looked in the direction she indicated and frowned. “It’s just a storm, isn’t it? Does this area flood?”

      Lightning split the distant sky and its thunderous voice rumbled shortly after. The first drops of rain thumped into the sandy ground. Zaiyera breathed in the invigorating smell of dampness. The air was always richer with the first drops of rain after a drought. Lightning shouted down from the heavens again, illuminating the sky.

      Thick black clouds rolled in fast, bringing with them harsh gales blasting across the landscape. The clouds flickered as lightning streaked through them, and thunder rumbled in its wake. The ground itself vibrated.

      “That isn’t a regular storm,” Jaide shouted above the howling winds. “It’s a grinder!”

      Malker shielded his eyes against the stirring dust and sand. “What’s a grinder?”

      “A more violent kind of sandstorm,” Jaide answered. “If you get caught in it, the combination of sand blasting you and the powerful wind rolling you across the ground will literally grind the skin off your bones.” He looked to Zaiyera. “We need to circle the wagons!”

      “Yes!” Zaiyera called back.

      A sheet of rain blasted against them and the camels groaned in protest. Zaiyera squinted as she looked into the distance, to where a brownish-red wall of rain and sand rolled in from the east.

      “That’s a wet grinder—look!” She pointed, and Jaide held his hand over his brow.

      “Moon and stars. You’re right!” He wheeled his camel around and sped back to the caravan.

      “Do I need to ask how much worse a wet grinder is from a regular one?” Malker said.

      They turned their camels and galloped after Jaide.

      “One is clouds and whirling sand,” Zaiyera said. “This is speeding clumps of it, solidified by the water in the air. I hope the wagons are well constructed.”

      Fortunately, the other Samharan guards had already begun organizing the caravan. In the time it took Zaiyera and Malker to return, the wagons had begun to form a circle.

      “What are they doing?” Zaiyera muttered to herself.

      The first row of wagons had created a tight circle, but the outer wagons had stopped in a semicircle. At the opening, a group of people were arguing. Arguing!

      “Dija,” she said. Sadiq’s furry ears twitched back in her direction and he slowed to a stop in front of the caravanners. “Why are you not trying to live?” she asked them. That got a round of puzzled expressions until she half turned in the saddle and jabbed a not too patient finger in the direction of the storm.

      “It’s not fair,” one of the caravanners said, her Dor’haighen accent thick in the tradetongue. “Why do we have to risk our property while their stuff is safe?” She waved irritably at several caravanners whose wagons made up the inner portion of the circle.

      Zaiyera’s light brown gaze settled on each of them from within the slit of her keffiyeh. “Carry on.” She started away from the protesting caravanners, gesturing for the rest of the caravan guards to follow.

      Malker trotted his camel to catch up. “You’ll leave them to die out here? Are you not their protector?”

      “We are,” Zaiyera replied. “But we cannot protect those who will not allow us to. We lead and try to advise. They follow our instruction or not. We do not hold a blade to their necks force cooperation, and we’ll not die over their quibbling.”

      They reached a group of caravanners in the midst of completing the circle, and a few of the wagons whose owners hadn’t hesitated to form the outer layer of protection.

      “It doesn’t seem fair,” Malker said. “But neither is life, I suppose.”

      “We all take risks,” was all Zaiyera said.

      After helping the remaining caravanners position their wagons, Zaiyera turned to two of the guards. “Remind them one last time that they will die without shelter,” she jerked her head toward the still protesting group. “If they choose to take cover, help them organize their wagons. Do not risk your lives for those who care more for their possessions than their lives.”

      The guards nodded and rode off while Zaiyera and Malker rode their camels through a gap between the wagons and dismounted. Zaiyera led Sadiq to where a group of nervous camels stood. She rubbed her companion on the neck, then behind his ears. “Be their rock, my friend. Your calm will calm them.”

      She stepped back, and Sadiq gave a short groan, then settled to the ground. The other camels shuffled about, but some wandered over and sat beside him. Camels were normally calm in a sandstorm, but they knew better than any human how dangerous a grinder could be. Zaiyera hoped the rest would eventually sit. The lower to the ground they were, the better.

      The wind screamed, stirring up clouds of dust and sand. Zaiyera thought she heard something else in the sudden burst. She strained to listen but heard nothing but the steady cacophony of the gale.

      A crouching figure holding a staff trotted across the central space of the encircling wagons, making a path straight for Zaiyera and Malker. When he finally straightened, he stood only a bit taller than she, and considerably shorter than Malker. He looked to each of them in turn with concerned, almond-shaped brown eyes.

      The man executed a quick bow. “Please excuse me,” he shouted over the wail of the storm. He pointed at a wagon from the direction he’d come from. “Can you help me secure that man’s wagon? The wind is strong and we are but two people.”

      They followed him across the middle of the circle to where the owner struggled in vain to pull his wagon closer to the one in front of it.

      “I’ll push from the back!” Malker said, and made his way into position. The short man and Zaiyera followed. The three of them put their backs against the rear of the wagon and pushed.

      The wagon was heavy, and it took several moments to get it moving. They growled and pushed, while the owner guided the wagon into the curve. When the call came from the front for them to stop, the trio leaned against the back to catch their breath.

      They left the owner to secure the wagons together and searched for anyone else in need of help. From between the gaps, Zaiyera saw wagons moving around each side of the circle. The storm must have aided the stubborn caravanners in choosing survival over temporary losses.

      “By Fu Mei’s fiery gaze,” the foreigner said, his accented voice muffled behind the strip of his keffiyeh covering his mouth. “How long will this beautiful destruction endure?”

      What an odd description. “It could last an hour or the entire night,” Zaiyera shouted back, barely able to hear herself over the cacophony. “Pray this intensifies no further, or it will carry the wagons and all of us away.”

      “What is that?” Malker asked.

      Zaiyera had almost forgotten about the shydon hunter. “What?”

      “Listen.”

      Zaiyera stared at the ground as she concentrated. Her heart nearly stopped when she finally heard it.

      “Against the wagons! NOW!”

      “What is it?” Malker asked again.

      “I ask the same,” the foreigner said. “It sounds as if the storm itself screams as it descends on us.”

      “Screamers!” Zaiyera ran toward Sadiq and the gathered camels. They must have heard the sound as well, for they had grown more agitated.

      “Smart thinking,” Malker commented once they reached the animals. “If something comes, they will provide a larger target than us.”

      Zaiyera leveled a narrow-eyed glare on him. “He is my companion and friend for many years, Malker Argen, not my shield.”

      That drew a puzzled look from the northerner, which only irritated her further. Rationally, she knew it was a difference in culture. Northerners viewed animals more as property and tools than equal sharers of the world. It didn’t lessen her distaste for such a primitive view.

      “Lady of Samhar,” the short foreigner said. “Please tell me of this screamer, that we may know what to expect.”

      Zaiyera held her keffiyeh in place and hunkered down beside the nervous Sadiq. “They are a large bird of prey that use powerful sandstorms to travel distances that would otherwise take them days or weeks of flight.”

      A wooden groan sounded above the storm. The trio looked across the opening in the circle to a leaning wagon. Three people held tried to pull it back down, but the wind simply blew it and them over. Zaiyera started to go to help but settled back when a group of caravanners ran to their aid. They left the wagon as it was and helped the other two people to find better shelter.

      A shrill chorus split the noise of the storm and froze everyone in the midst of their labors. Sheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee. Guards and caravanners alike covered their ears against the ear-splitting sound.

      “They do not stop for breath, ah?” the foreigner said. “It’s one continuous song of horror!”

      “Stay low,” Zaiyera said. “Their eyesight is sharp, even in a storm like this. When they spot their prey, they tuck their wings in and shoot through the sky like an …”

      The side of a wagon exploded, and a woman flew out from the side. She screamed in agony while pulling at a long bolt embedded in her abdomen. As she pulled at it, the black and brown bolt suddenly opened its wings and lowered its legs. Those legs were as big around as a man’s arms, with a wingspan comparable to the length of the wagon it had passed through.

      The screamer planted its taloned feet on the ground and rose to its full height, lifting the woman with it. The poor woman wasn’t much taller than five feet, but the predatory bird stood taller yet.

      Wings half extended at its side, the giant bird spread its feet and threw its head sideways, dislodging the woman from its long, spear-like beak.

      “Tears of the Ancients,” the foreigner said.

      Several more crashes. Several more giant birds blasting through wagons.

      One bird crashed through a wagon near where three men crouched. The hollering men scampered away from their hiding spot and out into the circle.

      “No!” Zaiyera stood and tried to wave them back. “Stay out of the open—”

      A screamer shot through the air like a giant arrow. It hit one of the men in the back with such force, it punched through and came out his chest.

      “Jakta skree,” Malker swore. “Those things are evil.”

      The giant bird rolled across the ground and spread its wings to stop. It stood and shook off bits of bone and gore from its feathers, then turned on the other two men, now falling over themselves in retreat. Three more screamers hit the ground in a roll and came upright. They surrounded the two men, opening their wings and flexing scaly claws at the shoulders of each wing.

      Zaiyera drew Shatr. She ignored the protest of her freshly wrapped ankle and sprinted for the men. She heard a scream to her left and ducked backwards on instinct, and dropped to her knees. A long feathered missile whipped overhead. Zaiyera untucked her legs, rolled sideways, and got back to her feet. She nearly fell over when a stab of pain shot through her ankle.

      Three more screamers tumbled across the ground and rose. Zaiyera took the head from the nearest bird. She spun with the motion and stabbed a second before it fully gained its feet. From her periphery, she saw the shydon hunter Malker cut a bird in half with a downward chop of his sword.

      A screamer turned toward her. A full head taller, it croaked and stabbed its sharp beak toward her face. Zaiyera recoiled, then threw her hips back as it retracted and stabbed for her abdomen. It stepped forward, stabbing that lethal beak high and low.

      Zaiyera swept Shatr in an upward ark and parried the beak aside, then kicked it in the chest. She instantly regretted the reflexive counter. A fresh wave of pain washed over her ankle and she and the bird stumbled back, the latter flapping its wings to regain balance.

      Zaiyera let herself fall and roll. She came back to her feet, placing most of her weight on her good foot, then shifted her stance. Good foot leading, she lunged, fully extending her arm in a forward stab. The scimitar took the bird in the chest and it croaked and screamed as it stumbled sideways.

      Monstrous birds hit the ground everywhere, like bolts of black lightning striking the sandy ground. Shreeeeeeee. The screamers spread their wings and shrieked. The sound buzzed inside Zaiyera’s head, but she dare not drop her weapon to cover her ears.

      A screamer to her right side fell silent. She looked to see the short foreigner battering the giant bird with a flurry of well-placed blows with his staff. The weapon moved so fast in his hands that she could barely see it. Another bird shot out of the darkness of the storm, speeding straight for him.

      Zaiyera shouted a warning, but the bird had already reached him. She thought it would be his death, but the man spun sideways and whipped his staff up. Whether it was skill or luck, she couldn’t be sure, but the staff hit the bird in the neck with an awful crunch. The bird hit the ground in a tangled heap of wings and feathers and didn’t rise.

      The three warriors fought in a triangle formation; Zaiyera at the front, Malker and the foreigner with the staff behind her at either side. The screamers turned their attention from the unarmed caravanners to the approaching threat. The man who’d almost been killed by the nearest bird looked this way and that, his eyes frantic as he searched for a place to hide. He scooted backwards, then scrambled to his feet and ran.

      “Don’t move!” Zaiyera shouted just as another incoming screamer blasted into him. Both hit the ground in a tumble of limbs, wings, and flashing talons. The man screamed and kicked, blood pouring from his side. The bird ignored his thrashing and leaped on top of him. Razor sharp talons bit into his flesh while it folded its wings and grabbed him with the claws at its shoulders. Once it had him restrained, the screamer stabbed its long spear-like beak through his chest, then lifted him from the ground. It spread its wings, took several strides, and lifted into the air. Zaiyera could barely glance in regret in the direction of the large bird as it disappeared into the storm.

      “That was horrible,” the foreigner said. “Let us save the rest of these people and get to shelter, ah?”

      They burst into action, a trio of death plowing through the predatory birds.

      By far the fastest of them, the short foreigner with the staff dove right into the middle of the winged predators, his staff little more than a circular blur as it cracked skulls, broke necks and legs, and knocked beaks aside. Two screamers limped away and took wing while three more lay battered on the ground.

      Several more screamers pierced the storm and hit the ground around them. The birds tumbled to their feet, while several unlucky ones rolled too close. Malker and Zaiyera stabbed them before they could rise.

      “Will this ever stop?” Malker said.

      “As long as they see us out here in the open,” Zaiyera said, “no.”

      “Then let us move to cover, ah?” the foreigner said.

      More of the birds “landed” around them, slowing their progress.

      From behind several birds between her and the wagons, Zaiyera saw a figure sprinting toward them. He drew his sword, leapt, and drove it into the nearest bird’s back. It let out a gurgling squawk and fell convulsing to the ground, but the man was already on the move.

      He moved with a similar style to Malker, but with obviously superior skill. The second shydon hunter.

      With their newest ally, the group of four worked their way across the circle, grabbing the surviving caravanner who’d had the presence of mind to stay low to the ground and keep close.

      Zaiyera surveyed the situation when they finally reached shelter. Several wagons were overturned, their contents blowing away in the wind. Most of the wagons outside the circle had been positioned to bolster the inner circle, providing more protection from the storm. Guards and caravanners alike huddled against the shelter of the wagons, waiting out the storm.

      The sound of metal sliding against a scabbard drew her attention. Zaiyera looked past Malker to see the other shydon hunter sliding his sword in its sheath. He stared out at the pounding, sideways rain. Those glacial blue eyes calmly searched for any threat that might appear. He glanced Zaiyera’s way and gave a curt nod, then returned his attention to the storm.

      The short foreigner crept around Malker, careful to stay low and close to the wagon. He smiled at the shydon, who shuffled sideways to make room.

      “Usually one knows the name of the person they fight beside, ixu?” He bowed his head. “I am Xaiylin Zhuyun. Though you on this side of the Great Sea prefer the given name first, ah? So that means you would call me Zhuyun Xaiylin, or simply Zhuyun.” The short man smirked. “Of course, if you were to read my name, you would likely call me Zooyoon, but that is wrong. So please, if I’m killed in this insanity and you see my name in writing, read it as Joouyun and press the corners of your tongue to the top of your mouth. This will be as close to correct as you can get when speaking of my bravery.”

      The corner of Zaiyera’s mouth twitched. “I will remember, Xaiylin Zhuyun. I am Zaiyera Tuneesh of Kushtanja.”

      The storm ceaselessly battered the wagon circle, but it didn’t intensify. Wagons outside the circle rocked sideways. Nearby caravanners scrambled over to steady them, taking great care to keep as low to the ground as possible.

      Zhuyun whistled through his teeth. “This is quite a homeland of yours, ah?” He indicated the storm with an open hand. “Warm and welcoming.”
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      “That … is a truly powerful smell.”

      Zaiyera cracked her eyes open, then shielded them from the bright sun. She stretched, feeling a large furry body behind her. With a contented smile, she gave Sadiq a friendly rub.

      “I’m surprised that animal’s odor didn’t wake you earlier,” Malker said. He, too, stretched, having slept with his back against the wagon.

      “Actually, it was your complaint that woke me, Malker Argen.” Zaiyera rose and gave Sadiq another pat on the side. The camel gave a friendly groan as he stood. “We all have a scent, don’t we?” She indicated the Dor’haighen warrior. “Your scent is foreign to me, while Sadiq’s is familiar and comforting.”

      Several feet away, Zhuyun laughed. “I think she means you smell, Dor’haighener. Surely you’ve not had an opportunity to bathe in days, ah?”

      “Have you?” Malker countered.

      A voice from several feet away cut through the humor. “When does the caravan resume?”

      Zaiyera lifted her gaze to Dyren, who stood looking to the west. It seemed odd to see him not only conscious, but fully recovered from having looked to be near death just yesterday. He stood tall and erect, those hard blue eyes staring intently into a distance much farther away than what was in front of him.

      “I assume as soon as their property can be readied for travel,” Zaiyera replied, “we will be away. After all that’s happened these past seven days, I doubt these people want to delay any more than need be.”

      Dyren responded with the same curt nod as last night. “How far is our destination?”

      Zaiyera glanced from Dyren to Malker. Despite appearances showing otherwise, the former seemed to be the one in charge. “If we encounter no further difficulties, we will reach Burkiba today.”

      The shydon hunter gave yet another curt nod, then started away.

      Zaiyera stared at the man’s back. “You’re welcome.”
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      The desert of Samhar stretched into infinity from horizon to horizon, its mighty dunes sitting placid, as though a terrible storm carrying murderous predators hadn’t ravaged the previous night.

      Zaiyera closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The fresh, hot morning air felt good. She enjoyed riding out front, away from the frequent murmurs of complaint about the heat and terrain. Samhar was a harsh place, undeniably. But it was also quiet, peaceful, and majestic. She looked forward to a cloudless sky tonight, that she might dance the stream while the stars gazed down on her. Every night she wondered if their gaze was of appreciation or judgement. Did she deserve aught but the latter?

      The sound of approaching camels dissolved her solitary peace. “Might we have a word?” Malker asked.

      “Only one?”

      The shydon hunter frowned, then smirked. “Very well. Might we have a conversation?”

      “As you wish,” Zaiyera replied.

      “Your skill with the blade is formidable,” Dyren said in heavily accented tradetongue. “Malker spoke of how you defeated two lancers to free us. I offer my thanks. We would have perished, had you not arrived.”

      That last bit was forced, though Zaiyera didn’t blame him. Who would want to admit they would have died if not being rescued? This man seemed the prideful sort. She imagined the admission doubly difficult for him. “I’m sorry about your companion.”

      Dyren’s visage actually softened at that. “Javick was his name. He was a good soldier and a good hunter. We will complete this mission in his name, as well as the others who fell.”

      The following silence grew heavier by the moment. “Malker … spoke to you about the man we hunt.”

      “Some,” Zaiyera replied. “Unfortunately, as I told him, I’ve little to offer you in the way of assistance. I know nothing of this man, nor where he might be going.”

      “That is understood,” Dyren said. “However, we’d like to employ your services once your contract is fulfilled with this caravan.”

      There it was. Zaiyera refrained from sighing. “Your faith in my abilities is flattering, but I must decline.”

      “You have another job after this one?” Malker asked.

      “I … do not find the thought of hunting down a fallen streamdancer enticing.”

      “Fallen,” Malker said. “As if they’ve fallen from grace? Pardon, Zaiyera of Kushtanja, but the addicted were never in grace to begin with. Anyone possessed of a heart to kill and syphon another’s lifestream has nowhere to fall to. Such a person is without morals, much less the concept of honor—”

      Dyren held up a hand and Malker bit off his rant. “My apologies, Zaiyera my lady miss,” Malker said.

      “Your apology is not needed, Malker Argen of Dor’haighen,” Zaiyera replied. “Your feelings are your own, and you have every right to them.”

      “It’s a subject close to the heart,” Dyren said.”

      “Revenge?” Zaiyera asked.

      “To protect,” Dyren corrected. “No man or woman is raised to become a shadow hunter carrying a personal goal of vengeance. That is not who we are.” He looked out at the serene expanse.

      Zaiyera suspected he saw little more than a desert wasteland littered with unattractive plant life and teeming with hidden dangerous animals. Foreigners rarely saw beyond that. They were blind to the way the wind swiped its ethereal hands across the sand, swirling it into wavy designs. The dunes, both small and towering, were a testament to that graceful hand. The sun, while hot and constant, gave life even in its harshness, and the life that did thrive here was strong and sure and beautiful. Every waterhole, every oasis, was a treasure to human and animal alike. Samhar was a work of art.

      “We are here to neutralize a threat to every living thing in this land,” Dyren continued. “An addicted lancer is a danger to everyone around them. We must find him as soon as possible. Surely you understand that.”

      So that you can kill him. “I understand your purpose,” Zaiyera said.

      “You’re hesitant about us, about what we are. Many share your feelings. That is their burden. We have no business with any who have not succumbed to addiction to the stream.”

      “Has there ever been an effort to cure the addiction, or help someone to cope with it?” As soon as the question left her lips Zaiyera regretted it.

      “Impossible,” came Dyren’s predictable reply. “The addiction is incurable and cannot be endured without syphoning more lifestream. Death is the only cure.” He looked directly at her, and she returned his hard cold gaze. Stubble populated his sunburned face. His equally sun-damaged hair hung in a slight frizz down to his ears.

      “Many, perhaps most, even, think us monsters for carrying out the tasks we do,” Dyren continued. “They think we fashion ourselves judges and executioners. Whatever they think, they are alive to think it. That might not be the case if darklancers, or worse, shadowlancers, roamed the land unchecked.”

      “You don’t seem the type to offer much in the way of explanation,” Zaiyera said. “Why tell me all of this?”

      “Respect, Zaiyera of Kushtanja.” Dyren placed his fist over his heart, then opened it toward her. “Respect not only from one warrior to another, but from one who is himself in your debt. Information is the least we can offer.”

      On Dyren’s other side, Malker made the same gesture.

      “Thank you,” Zaiyera said. “But any debt owed to me was paid the moment I aided you in your time of need. Goddess Shakimah smiles upon her children who are kind.”

      Dyren’s nod was not the curt, precise one of before, but softer. “Perhaps the smile of your Goddess would broaden, should you aid us once more?” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth to respond. “I ask for no answer now, just that you at least consider it. From what Malker has told me of what he saw, and from what I witnessed with my own eyes, your skill added to ours would be a great boon. The faster we catch up with the darklancer, the more lives will be spared.”

      They turned their camels away, leaving Zaiyera with dark thoughts. More caravanners had been lost in the storm on her watch, and now these shydon hunters. She gave Sadiq a pat on the neck. “Maybe I should take up another profession, my friend.” The camel grunted in response, foamy lips flapping as he blissfully chewed his cud.

      The addicted. Darklancers. Shadowlancers. All names that made them into monsters. Those who’d committed the most unforgivable offense. Did they know the torment a person addicted to the stream endured? Had they talked with a so-called darklancer? Did they take the time to understand what could happen to take a person down such a terrible path? Or was the only answer to put them down as quickly as possible because the addiction could not be managed? “Impossible”, Dyren had said.

      Not at all.
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      A ragged cheer of relief rolled through the caravan as word spread that Burkiba was in sight. The appearance of ogko trees drew a smile from the Samharan guards, Zaiyera included. The short, sturdy trees with their thick gray bark heralded the beginnings of green life in the region. Sand sheets and dunes gave way to thick patches of vegetation which noticeably cooled the air. Just outside the town border, knee-high straw grass swayed lazily in the late afternoon breeze.

      “Ah!” Zhuyun said, smiling at the green trees and plants, the distant mountainous plateaus and the rocky hills. “And here I thought this was only a place of heat death. Many years of my life have I traveled to distant lands, but never have I seen such extremes.”

      “There is no place like Samhar, good traveler,” Jaide said. “It is as diverse as its people. Or rather, the people are as diverse as the land.”

      “Seems you’re the mystery man of the bunch,” Barum rumbled. Of all the riders, the thickly muscled Dor’haighener looked the least comfortable. He’d wanted the biggest camel he could find, being such a big man. Unfortunately, two-humped camels weren’t suitable for speed and endurance like the single-humped ones.

      “Then allow me to demystify myself,” Zhuyun said. “I am from the land of Yuntai, across the Great Sea to the west. Now, if you were to read the name of my homeland on parchment, you would feel compelled to pronounce it as if there is a ‘Y’ in front of the word ‘untie’.” He waggled a finger. “Do not fall victim to this compulsion. My homeland is not called ‘untie’ with a ‘Y’. It is pronounced Yooooontaaaai, with the corners of your tongue pressed to the roof of your mouth.” He said it slowly once more, drawing amused expressions from the rest of the group.

      “Do all of the people of Yooooontaaaai,” Jaide asked, “walk foreigners through the pronunciation of their names?”

      “Only those of us who travel a lot,” Zhuyun replied. “Hearing one’s name, or the name of one’s homeland being mangled by foreigners can become torturous. Better to get you pronouncing it correctly right from the start, ixu?”

      “Sounds like a lovely place,” Jaide said.

      “Lovely?” Zhuyun replied. “How could that be, as I have not described it to you, Samhar man.”

      Jaide grinned. “I was using my clever subtlety to nudge you out of your very interesting ramblings, that you might return to the description of your homeland, good Zhuyun, not to be pronounced zooyoon.”

      The Yuntaiman laughed and slapped his thigh. “I do ramble! Quite a lot. It is a disease we who travel develop, ah?”

      The distant cackling of a flock of running guinea fowl greeted the procession. The birds ran across the road on skinny legs sweeping from underneath dome-like feathery bodies.

      “Strange birds,” Malker Argen said. “Do they taste similar to other types of fowl?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Zaiyera replied. “We do not eat everything we live with, especially friends who eat the ticks and other insects that would leave us battling horrible diseases.”

      Malker pursed his lips. “I … see.”

      “ … Great green hills and mountains that turn white with snow in the winter,” Zhuyun went on. “There are trees with trunks that grow like the shape of a slithering snake, and ones that grow on the side of the mountains that see more rain and mist in a year than sun.”

      “Your home sounds dark and damp, Yuntaiman,” Jaide said.

      “Misty and damp, yes,” Zhuyun agreed. “But only a region of it. My actual home is the flatter lands to the south. Surely it hasn’t escaped your notice that I’m not a tall man by your standards, ah? Southern Yintish people, we do not grow tall. But in the north, they grow as tall as you, and in the mountains, taller still. A Yintish woman from the mountains would look straight into your eyes.”

      The landscape became completely green, as if the caravan had passed over a border separating the town from the desert. Thatch-roofed huts made of mud and sand squatted amidst the flourishing vegetation. The inhabitants emerged from their homes or stopped their tasks long enough to take note of the long procession of northerner wagons that spoke of the arrival of foreign goods.

      Zaiyera glanced at the locals, then back at the procession. The once jovial caravanners looked haggard and beaten. While some wagons made the journey relatively unscathed, many arrived with their wooden enclosures and cloth tops shredded or bearing large holes—holes the size of speeding screamers. The traders of Burkiba would not like the prices coming their way.

      Mr. Vose trotted his camel up to the group, who made way for him to reach Zaiyera. He looked tired. His beard had filled in over the past day and a half, more gray than blond. Looking at the man now, slumping in the saddle, the whites of his eyes red from a mixture of lack of sleep and sand blown in his face, she thought perhaps the gray might be a result of this journey.

      “Dare I hope that my tired eyes don’t lie to me?” Greg Vose said. “Is it a trick of this cruel land, or are we truly arrived?”

      “Neither your eyes nor the land lie to you, Mr. Vose,” Zaiyera replied. “We have arrived in Burkiba.”

      “Praise Jokolta,” the man sighed. “Another day may well have killed me.”

      Zaiyera didn’t reply. As hard as she and the others of her team worked to protect the caravan, nature was an adversary impossible to defeat. She hoped the souls of the slain had received the warm embrace of Shakimah—or Jokolta, she guessed the northerners’ divinity to be—and were enjoying the paradise of Sojalleh, or whatever name their God had placed upon the world of bliss.

      Greg stared at her. “I ain’t claiming to read minds, miss milady, but every one of us knew the dangers of this harsh place you call home. You needn’t carry the burden of their deaths on your shoulders. We hired a small group of you, and you’ve gotten most of us here alive.” He offered a half smile. “Maybe a touch heat-exhausted mixed with normal exhausted, but alive.”

      “The families of the dead might not think so highly of us,” Zaiyera replied. “Our best efforts failed them.”

      “We traders choose our work with full knowledge of the hazards,” Greg countered. “Our families know the risk. We Dor’haigheners are a hearty folk and we take care of each other. Death ain’t but another of the hardships we face in life, and the end of the hardships we face when it’s over. Don’t you worry none about those we lost. Maybe say a prayer to whoever your God is, but don’t feel guilty.”

      Zaiyera nodded. “I shall try.”

      The man had barely moved his camel away when Malker and his superior took his place. Zaiyera pressed her lips together.

      “This is a surprising city,” Malker said. “I hadn’t expected to find any green vegetation in Samhar, yet it’s everywhere.” He jerked his chin in the direction of the distant plateaus. “Even there.”

      “You must have only traveled through the mid and northern regions of central Samhar,” Zaiyera said. “The far south, east, and west are quite different.”

      “They’ll all look the same if we don’t succeed in our mission,” Malker replied. “Desolate and lifeless.” A look from Dyren Faust, and Malker inclined his head. “My apologies.”

      “Malker can be quite focused,” Dyren said. “It is our duty to ensure the safety of people everywhere from the deadly nature of the addicted. It’s the main part of the oath we swear upon attaining The Mark.”

      “I’m sure your cause is a noble one,” Zaiyera replied, not knowing what else to say.

      “Noble or otherwise,” Dyren pressed, “many will die, should we fail. This land is foreign to us, and our quarry is powerful, and native to it. We’re at a considerable disadvantage.”

      “Perhaps you could send for aid,” Zaiyera offered. “There are runners at every city and town in Samhar. Hire one to send a message posthaste of your need of greater forces.”

      “How many will die in the time it takes the message to reach our king and queen?” Dyren asked. “And how many more by the time a decision is made, and reinforcements reach us?”

      Zaiyera stared at the thick patch of mane between Sadiq’s shoulders for a while. “I know what you want of me, but I fear that whatever you saw of my battle with the two streamdancers was through the filter of your semiconsciousness.”

      “You undersell your skills,” Malker said. “I’ve never seen a lancer who could actually cut through the flow of another lancer.”

      Zaiyera felt a spike of cold shoot through her stomach. “I assure you, Malker Argen, I am not what you think.”

      Both men gave her a perplexed look. Dyren looked at Malker, who spoke up. “Only a lancer could have done what you did. You destroyed their flows as though slicing through a wedge of butter.”

      “Do you recall seeing a dance-resin form from my movements?”

      Malker was silent for several moments, then shook his head. “I don’t believe so. But I can’t fathom how you would counter the flow in such a way without lancing, yourself. How did you achieve such a feat?”

      “Ah!” Zhuyun said. Zaiyera had forgotten the man was there. “Perhaps she is a talented conjurer. They never reveal their secret, ixu?” He pointed ahead. “And it looks like we’ve reached our destination. And more importantly to my exhausted bones, rest!”

      The Yuntaiman’s words were true, for the center of town lay ahead. Word of their arrival had preceded them. Men and women pulled two-wheeled carts laden with a variety of goods toward the city trade square.

      “Perhaps we can speak of this at a less busy time,” Dyren said.

      “If time permits,” Zaiyera replied, pretending not to notice the even look Dyren cast Zhuyun, and the barely subtle scowl of Malker.

      The shydon hunters fell back to talk amongst themselves, and Zhuyun, Jaide, and Barum moved in until all four of them rode tightly together. Zaiyera gave Zhuyun a thankful nod. The Yuntaiman winked.

      “Those two are persistent,” Barum said. “Though I don’t understand why you’re so wary of them, it’s not the best manners for them to be so pushy. I can’t imagine what in the name of Jokolta they think a non-lancer could do against an addicted.”

      Having years of practice, Zaiyera kept her flinch at that last word internal.
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      In all the times Zaiyera had been to Burkiba, never had it been this subdued. The caravan trundled into town to little more fanfare than quiet waves in greeting. Trade was normally an exuberant occasion. Samharans generally looked forward to the arrival of foreign traders, and the haggling that followed.

      When the wagons stopped and the traders dismounted or exited their beaten-down wagons, negotiations began in quiet tones. The locals, in their multicolored robes and turbans and keffiyehs took in the sight with what looked like not only sympathy, but lack of surprise. That was worrisome.

      Zaiyera and her three companions dismounted. Sadiq followed her to a grassy patch of land where he stopped to graze. “Enjoy your hard-earned meal, my friend,” she said, giving him a pat on the side.

      “I’ll see you later today before sleep.” Sadiq responded with a friendly groan, and lumbered away, followed by the other three camels once their riders had relieved them of their gear.

      “I cannot for the life of me understand how you trust they don’t just wander off or get themselves stolen,” Barum said. “Not to mention how you control the beast with no reins.” He looked questioningly at Jaide.
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