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Chapter One

	 

	How could Shaza’s death be of the most possible inconvenience to his captors? He had spent six days thinking of ideas. So far, none of those ideas was sufficiently aggravating.

	He’d left his home in the Golden City, Ilios, to come on a fool’s errand into the Sandsea with his ensaadi, Talitha. The plan had been to rescue another member of her inner circle.

	 Along the way, they were ambushed by northerner mercenaries. They’d managed to kill all but one of the mercenaries—Breida. They had kept her alive for questioning. 

	Shaza had more or less volunteered to be her keeper, but how was he supposed to know she had a brother who would come looking for her? But her brother had, and the result had been Shaza and Talitha were captured.

	Talitha had been sold off to a slave trader, but the savages had decided to keep Shaza. More specifically, Breida had. Delightful.

	Shaza plucked at the ropes around his wrists. Breida owned him now, apparently. Her red curls bounced around pale shoulders, her warrigal skins and fighting leathers dusted in a golden sheen of sand. 

	The end of the rope around his wrists looped across the front of Breida’s saddle. Her sirrush padded along at an easy gait, brisk, but not so fast that Shaza couldn’t keep up. 

	The lean, lithe lizards had seemingly endless stamina. Perhaps even on par with those bred in Ilios. Shaza had decided that on one of the frequent occasions when he had stumbled and been dragged behind them.

	Breida and her northerner brethren had let him ride for two days after they’d left that town where Talitha had been sold. Shaza’s fists clenched at the thought of his ensaadi—his ensaak, now, he supposed.

	Assuming she was still alive.

	Shaza and Talitha had been tentative allies for some time now. He’d once tried marrying her and been willing to make her his enemy to see it happen. But plans changed and he had found she made a much better friend. He’d been her spymaster for more than a year.

	He told himself that his anger at her betrayal by his father was more a matter of professional pride than any personal concern. After all, his father had apparently led a coup against her grandfather, the late Ensaak Morzei.

	What kind of spymaster couldn’t detect a plot in his own family?

	Shaza’s tongue was dry and thick with thirst. The midday sun beat down like a molten hammer, hotter than Dumaz’s silver balls. 

	Shaza guessed they were headed to the northerner encampment or some other meetup with the rest of their tribe. Every time he had tried asking, he’d been rewarded with a lash or a kick.

	His captors chattered in their native language, speaking in a thick brogue that dragged out some tones and chopped others short. It seemed to be a northern dialect somewhat similar to his own, but their accents made some words hard to understand. 

	Breida said a word that Shaza recognized as the northerner word for ensaak. Or at least something similar.

	Breida’s brother rode to the right of the wiry woman. He said something back and glanced to Shaza. 

	Breida snarled something in reply and jerked on the rope connected to Shaza’s wrists. Possessive.

	Shaza didn’t like being yanked about, but it was better than being ignored. “Where are we going?”

	“Do not question me,” Breida snapped in the common tongue, yanking on his rope again.

	Shaza winced as the yank ripped several of the scabs on his wrists. The chafing twine had left rings of raw flesh, bloody wounds, and now flaking scabs that seemed eager for any and all excuse to rip off. 

	Inhaling a deep breath, Shaza kept moving beside the sirrushes. Soon, he told himself. Soon he would either find a way to escape or he would be dead.

	Breida guarded him from the others like a jackal guarding a meaty bone. Last week, he’d been delirious with thirst and the beating he’d taken.

	Breida had forced the other northerners to stop a full day and rest. Shaza didn’t remember much of it—he’d barely been conscious—but he’d heard the others complaining ever since. The northerners were anxious, skittish.

	Something was calling them back to their tribe, and it wasn’t all good. As best Shaza had been able to piece together, there was some business with their tribe’s leadership.

	Breida’s brother had proudly informed Shaza that they belonged to the clan of the pike-whale. When Shaza had asked what a pike-whale was, the man had described a gigantic grub with paddles for limbs and a horn on its head that had swam through the cold northern waters in the time of the oceans.

	It had taken every ounce of self-control in the spymaster’s extensive stores to keep from laughing. Horned water grubs had to be among the more fanciful tales he had heard. As spymaster and high priest’s son, he had heard quite a few. 

	Since the gods had destroyed the seas in their war for dominance, the surviving humans had been left with stories, myths, and a desperate interest in making sure the gods were never that angry again.

	Shaza’s father was a high priest of Anakti and since boyhood Shaza had followed the war goddess. Now would have been a good time to have a deity like that as his patroness. But since Shaza had sworn allegiance to Talitha, a heretical follower of the Lonely God, he wasn’t so sure where he stood with Anakti now. 

	Anakti was notoriously fickle in her favor and vengeful when betrayed. Shaza had taken the risk of betraying her because honestly, Talitha had been defying the goddess her whole life and she seemed fine.

	Then again, the last he’d seen of his young ruler, she was being dragged off as a battleslave for the arenas of Radir. 

	Shaza squinted up ahead. The endless stretch of the sand dunes was broken by something dark along the horizon. He thought it might be a mirage, but then Breida’s brother straightened and said something. 

	Eagerness rippled through their small caravan and several of the riders let off whoops of excitement. Their sirrushes warbled and stomped.

	This camp must be the main bulk of their clan. And it would most likely be where Shaza would die.

	As they drew nearer over the next hour, Shaza could make out the dark shapes of sirrushes, dogs, children, women, and men. All of them were pale like Breida and the others. From this distance, it seemed that the low yurts made from animal skins teemed with life.

	“So.” Shaza jogged up beside Breida’s mount as they grew closer. “How soon am I to be sacrificed?”

	Breida shot him a glare. Her brother’s hand went to the long end of his reins, ready to whip Shaza in the face at his sister’s slightest urging. “Sacrificed?” 

	“Yes. I assume that’s why you kept me. A sacrifice to your horned-grub-god.”

	Breida blinked at him in confusion for a moment. “The pike-whale…?” She made a frustrated sound. “Shut up.” 

	“I think I deserve to know when you plan to kill me. I’d like to put off getting right with my gods for as long as possible.”

	Getting right with the gods would mean he’d have to choose one. He’d certainly prefer to put that off for as long as possible.

	“You’re not being sacrificed,” Breida snapped back. “Now shut up.”

	“No?”

	“Stop talking!” This time, Breida punctuated her words with a smack to the back of his head. She sot a furtive glance to the others, brief, but he saw it. “Keep your mouth shut or I’ll knock your teeth out.”

	Breida might act like a tyrant now, but Shaza had watched her sob in the dark mere days ago. He’d pretended not to see, but they both knew he had. And if she was as cruel as she liked to think, he would already be dead.

	Shaza considered telling her that she wouldn’t be able to enjoy his charming smile if she knocked his teeth out, but her glare made him think better of it. 

	They neared the camp and Shaza could make out more details. Children with pale skin and pale hair ran half naked or fully naked underfoot, engaged in some game that involved sticks and rocks. 

	The little ones were the first to spot Breida and her brother’s warband coming closer.

	They rode into the camp—well, the northerners rode and Shaza walked—to the whoops and calls of several hundred or so voices by the time they reached the first of the skin-covered dwellings. Crude scrawls of the pike-whale decorated the entrances of the squat tents. Strings of laundry left to air, drying strips of meat, and weaving looms circled the fronts. 

	Some canine vaguely resembling a red warrigal looped around the sirrushes, barking. Breida’s brother cracked his reins in its direction, but the animal merely skirted out of reach and kept barking.

	After the children, came the women.

	To Shaza’s eyes, any one of them could have been Breida’s sister or mother. They showed little care for covering, animal skins over their breasts and around their hips, but most of their thighs, waists, arms, and cleavage left on casual display.

	Such a sight would have been grounds for scandal among the nobles of Ilios. They were of all ages, ranging from grandmothers at least three or four times Breida’s age to girls who were probably just past their first blood. 

	They clamored and chattered in their native language, calling out Breida’s name and the names of her companions. Many of them called names Shaza didn’t know.

	From the way many eyes fell and more than a few women began howling, he suspected those were the families of the ones he and his friends had killed. He watched as an older woman doubled over sobbing while her sistren clustered around her, embracing her, weeping beside her.

	The woman was wiry with muscles beneath her sagging skin, a headband of leather pulling back her thick grey curls. She looked strong, like a weathered stone that had stood against the desert winds for an age. Yet there she was, weeping in the sand like a child with a skinned knee.

	“That’s Everna,” Breida said. It took a moment for Shaza to realize the northerner female had spoken to him. “Her daughter was Mielena, one of my sword sisters.”

	“Did I kill her?” Shaza even surprised himself at how easily the question came. He’d killed several of Breida’s kin that night.

	“Your ensaadi did.” Breida spat for emphasis.

	Shaza felt no guilt. Breida and her cohorts had been trying to kill him and his friends, after all. They’d been completely justified in everything they had done. Still. He doubted that would bring any comfort to the woman now weeping over her lost child. 

	What had they done with the bodies? Shaza couldn’t remember. Had they left them out for the carrion eaters or burned them? It had been such an insignificant event at the time.

	“Breida!” Something in Shaza’s chest jerked at that voice, though he couldn’t have said why. It made him think of his father for some reason. 

	Breida and the others in their caravan jerked their sirrushes to a halt. Breida said something in her dialect and Shaza picked out the word ensaak again—chief. 

	The northerner woman dismounted, her wiry red hair bouncing as she did. She and the others bowed before a man that Shaza hated at first glance. Not that he could have said why. 

	The stranger was decked in necklaces of animal teeth and armbands of copper. Come to think of it, he was the only one in sight wearing metal. An ample paunch spilled over his leather loincloth, but his broad chest and rippling arms gave away a warrior’s strength. 

	The chief pointed to Breida and said something. 

	The girl bowed her head in response. 

	Shaza strained to understand their words as best he could. He recognized slave when Breida yanked the rope tied to his hands. 

	The chief muttered something.

	Shaza noticed her knuckles whiten around the rope connected to his wrists. She shook her head and replied with a single word—mine.

	Shaza wasn’t sure if that was gratifying or annoying. Here he was, taken prisoner by his own prisoner who was now refusing to let him go, even for revenge. How ironic.

	She didn’t hate him as much as she pretended. He’d felt sorry for her when his people had captured her and this was where his pity had gotten him, but he did still hate her.

	Even if she was spirited and pretty in a feral, unwashed way. 

	Did he find her pretty? It had been a long time since Shaza had considered what he actually liked. 

	The chief inclined his head and swung his arms wide, gesturing to the rest of the camp. He said something about sundown and added several sentences strewn together too quickly for Shaza to track. 

	Breida crossed her arms over her chest and bowed. 

	No sooner had the chieftain turned and marched off than their little party was slammed on all sides by the other tribespeople. Men, women, and children joined the fray, touching Breida and the others, shouting questions, embracing, weeping, chattering.

	They jostled around Shaza, some of them sparing him a glare or kick, but most of them ignoring him in favor of their kin. A press and tangle of tribespeople came between Breida and Shaza, but her grip on her end of the rope never faltered. Even through the waves of unwashed, pelt-clad bodies, the rope connecting them remained secure. 

	What kind of immediate future could he expect as this woman’s slave? Now that he knew he wouldn’t be dying right away, he should find a way to plan an escape, but how? Would it be best to wait and earn her trust?

	Not likely. Breida was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. She would know she shouldn’t trust him.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	It was several minutes before they extricated themselves from the crowd of tribespeople and Breida marched toward one of large tents at the center of the camp. Shaza ambled after her, hands still tied in front of him.

	The northerners either ignored him or glared as he and the wiry clanswoman passed. Shaza thought about smiling back at them, but thought better of it. His head already ached after a day in the sun, and he’d rather not have it clobbered by a touchy northerner. 

	Shaza had long ago learned that a smile was by far one of the most frightening expressions to see on an enemy. He liked that he unsettled these people, even if they all knew he was at their mercy. 

	He kept his attention on Breida, eyes on her bouncing mass of curls. When she was atop her sirrush, he forgot how small she was. All muscle and sinew, prone to snapping, and short enough to get underfoot, he was reminded why he’d compared her to the pet jackal he’d had as a boy.

	Her brother followed—Hegrun. The name sounded like “he grunts” and Shaza thought that a most fitting name for the boar-like barbarian.

	Breida stopped outside a large tent with smoke rising from the opening in the top. She spun on him, spear resting against one shoulder.

	At Shaza’s back, Hegrun stopped. The broad man towered over them both.
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