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In the distance, through the haze of the desert, a shape
began to appear.


At first, Isaac thought it was a sandwyrm surfacing through
the dunes. He started to panic again. His mind grasped for his books, all the
bestiaries lying heavily in his pack, trying to remember every detail he had
ever learned about the eyeless dragons. They were colossal, easily the size of
a city road. They were territorial. They were vicious when disturbed. Their
glass-like scales were impervious to arrows and blades. Most importantly, if
Isaac could see the wyrm now, it had already long ago sensed his presence, and
it was only breaching the earth to close in for the kill. 


He stopped, feeling the heat of the sand through the thin
soles of his boots. Out in the distance, the shape only grew larger. For the
life of him, Isaac could not spot the vestigial wings, the glittering hide of
scales, or any other key identifying anatomy. The lessons from his textbooks
slipped from his mind like mist.


He blinked, standing tall at the peak of a dune. Down below,
in a valley of sand, the shape crawled through a shimmering haze of heat.


It was not a mirage. Something massive was there.


He licked his lips.


When he tried to focus his eyes, the sand and sky began to
swirl around him, like a rug pulled beneath his feet. He lost his balance,
stumbling briefly, cursing himself for making even more vibrations for the
creature to sense.


He was dizzy. 


He was utterly, desperately thirsty.


He was growing certain that he was going to die.


He knew he shouldn’t have been out during the day. While
pressing the scrolls and phylacteries into his pack, his uncle had instructed
him to travel by night, emphasizing that Isaac should never, under any
circumstances, choose to brave the sun’s light, as this was the time when the wyrms would vent their sediments into the alluvial waters
beneath the earth, which brought them dangerously near to the surface.


Of course, the heat was also a concern.


He licked his lips again.


For a time, Isaac had followed his uncle’s advice, making
camp inside dry gulches during the day and travelling around the deeper pockets
of sand during the night. Unfortunately, by his fourth day in the desert, he
had exhausted his waterskins, and he had been forced to scavenge in the morning
light for what little vegetation existed in this desolate area of the world,
ripping the plants from the scraggly dirt and sucking the moisture from their
roots. His rations of salt meat and hardtack had only worsened his thirst. Now,
on the dawn of the sixth day, he was stumbling through a valley of dunes,
searching for an oasis his map told him was only a half-day’s journey away. He
knew that, if he didn’t reach it soon, he would certainly die.


His mission was in grave danger. 


He was thirsty.


Gods above, he was thirsty.


Right now, all he could see was a large shape heading in his
direction. Isaac was no longer certain it was not a mirage. It seemed to float
on the edge of the sand like a blade of grass on still water, curling within
the hazes of heat.


Isaac attempted to steel himself.


He wiped the sweat from his brow and reached down into the
quiver at his hip, pulling out a rolled sheet of vellum, which began to glow
upon contact with his skin. He unfurled the page and held the faintly limned
sigil in the direction of the approaching shape. With his other hand, he
performed the necessary mnemonics, the motions that would bring about the
magical transmutation of energy. A familiar draining sensation sucked through
his inner being, channeling into the scroll. Isaac had to force himself not to
stumble again.


For all their might and ferocity, the sandwyrms were not
mindless creatures. A single warning was capable of scaring them away. The
spell would be exhausting to perform, in a time where he needed to conserve all
the strength he had left—at the same time, anything less than a catalyzed blast
would not intimidate the beast. He had to seem like a threat.


Isaac aimed. His breath steadied. 


In the distance, the shape seemed to become—


A fireball erupted from the scroll, arcing across the dunes
like a second sun blazing through the sky. Isaac wobbled on his feet, the
sudden transfer of energy nearly buckling his legs. He watched with dizzied
eyes as the fireball completed its downward trajectory, exploding into a nearby
dune, searing the sand into glass, the edges of the flames raining across the
body of the wyrm. Isaac expected the beast to quickly
flee into the clay and rock below the dunes. He had encountered more than a
dozen wyrms in his trek across the desert, and all of them had decided to
retreat rather than risk a determined battle. 


Instead, as he watched, the shape began to change.


Suddenly, Isaac could make out more details. He saw the
angled spire of a prow. He saw a top deck festooned with lines of netting and
rope. He saw cannon portholes stitched in rows across a wooden broadside.
Finally, he saw twin masts sporting a single large sail, which glowed with the
large, circular sigil of wind propulsion magic.


The shape had not been a sandwyrm. 


It was a sandship.


A skimmer.


People.


He had just attacked people.


“Shit,” Isaac said.


A sharp semicircle of sand kicked up into the air as the
ship pulled a hard turn across the face of a dune, trying to dodge the rains of
fire. Seeing clearly now, Isaac was able to discern multiple sailors rushing
along the deck. Their forms were large and varied, covered in wayward patches
of leather armor, mixed with tails and animal heads and the brief impression of
swords. 


All at once, the magical sigil on
the ship’s sail began to glow brighter. Members of the crew were pouring fire
directly onto the fabric, which was absorbed like water and transformed
directly into momentum. The ship was accelerating. It was still turning in
Isaac’s direction. As the vessel completed its hard shift to port, a black
standard unfurled itself along the foremast, showing a canine skull perched
over crossbones.


They were pirates.


He had attacked a pirate ship.


For a moment, Isaac could only stare in awe. He had read
about the pirates of this desert, how their ships travelled across sand and
gravel as easily as water, using the magical technology to plunder any caravans
that dared to cross the wastes. They were zoanthropes near exclusively, foxes
and hyenas and lions, forming a cadre of predator species that were highly
adapted to life in the desert. He had only seen a few of the human-like beasts
in his life, though he had read many tales, and the important facts were
salient enough. Most of them stood a head or two taller than humans. Most could
kill him with a single swipe of their claws. Right now, all of them were
yelling and snarling in his direction, raking the air with the edge of their
sabers.


“Fuck,” Isaac said.


Their first cannon salvo knocked him out of his shock.
Plumes of smoke burst from the broadside of the ship, and the ground before him
erupted in a rushing line. Isaac dove away, feeling the wind of an iron ball
screaming past the spot where his torso had been a second earlier. He scrambled
to his feet, spitting out sand. The ship had completed its turn, gaining speed
as it sailed down a valley of dunes, and it was now bearing down square in his
direction, the black pirate standard fluttering in the desert breeze as the
crew poured more fire on the sail.


Isaac ran for his life.


He sprinted to the edge of his dune and jumped off the side,
sliding down the slope in a naked, desperate tumble. His worn and dirty clothes
were destroyed even further by the rushing sand, flaying the skin on his hands
and legs. Once he reached the bottom, he rolled head over heels, barely
managing to regain his balance before he was running again.


There was nowhere to go. The only thing around him was sand,
sloping off in gentle waves as far as he could see. His feet sank into it with
every step, and he quickly lost any sense of bearing from his map. There was
only panic and fear.


He heard the cannon shots just in time. He dove again, and
twin explosions of sand launched themselves into the air, mere yards away.
Crawling along the sand on his hands and knees, Isaac looked back to see the
skimmer crest over the dune like a normal ship would cross a wave, its bow
pitching and yawing over the peak of the sand until the whole vessel was
sailing clear down the other side, a few wisps of smoke still trailing from the
forward cannons. By now, most of the crew were manning their battle positions,
pointing their sabers at him with a furious, animal snarl.


Isaac knew he couldn’t run. The ship was much faster.


He had to fight.


He dumped his quiver of scrolls onto the sand and grabbed
the first one he saw. By pure chance, it happened to be the elemental catalyst
for fire, the same one he had used only a minute ago. Stumbling back to his
feet, one arm performing the casting mnemonics, Isaac began to aim the scroll
at the ship as it finished descending the dune, bearing down on him faster than
any wyrm had managed before.


There was another salvo, another belch from the forward
cannons. Iron balls screamed above his head. The vessel yawed and pitched. As
the ship grew closer, the pirates on the prow began to aim
their crossbows, each of them cursing in a feral language.


Isaac gritted his teeth, concentrating on the flow of
energy.


All at once, the scroll crossed its catalytic threshold,
leaping to life in Isaac’s hand. A comet-sized fireball blew out from his hand
and smashed directly into the stern of the ship, wrapping half of the top deck
in flame and drenching the rest of the vessel with rains of fire. Shouts of
rage turned into screams of fear. The zoanthropes flailed. Above the deck,
foxes scrambled up the rigging, trying to escape the tendrils of fire, while
lions seized pails of water and flung them at the flames. Many burned and fell.


Through it all, the ship kept moving, slicing a wide river
across the sand. Even if the wheel and navigator were now burning to ash, the
vessel would still carry its momentum.


It was heading right for him.


Before he could fully regain his strength, Isaac grabbed
another scroll and attempted to run laterally, hoping to escape the vessel’s
path. The pirates on the bow began to loose their
crossbows. Isaac felt a dozen bolts whistle past his head as he kicked his way
through the loose sand, creating a graveyard of buried shafts. One missile
nearly took him in the shoulder, and he dove to the sand, the bare skin of his
hands scorching upon contact. He scrambled by the sleeves of his robes, barely
dodging several more bolts.


As the broadside of the ship presented itself, Isaac got
back to his feet, unfurling the last scroll in his possession.


Wind. 


This was the same sigil that powered their ship. It was much
simpler to cast. He felt years of his uncle’s lessons came back to him at once,
all the careful study and painful instruction.


He had trained his entire life for this moment.


Isaac pulled out the last dregs of his energy. In one smooth
motion, he cocked his arm, bent his fingers, adopted the proper sigil, and
flung himself forward, spewing a massive hurricane from the palm of his hand.
An instant later, the left broadside of the pirate vessel exploded in a shower
of splinters, rope, and blood. Planks and bodies rained across the sand. The
bilge of the ship immediately shattered open, sinking below the sand. All the
magical momentum was arrested in seconds. As the front buried itself deeper,
the flaming stern leaped into the air, nearly three tons of wood and sail
rising like a bucking horse, the entire vessel ripping in half from the
shearing force of its own weight and speed. In seconds, the skimmer was reduced
to pieces, several flaming decks tumbling across the sand like the chunks of a
bee’s hive, nearly a dozen zoanthrope bodies twisting between nets, broken
planks, and the tumbling blocks of cargo.


As the ship blew apart, Isaac collapsed into the sand,
breathing desperately hard. Blackness creeped at the edge of his vision. He had
cast several powerful spells in short succession, and now all he could do was
gasp for air and watch the pieces of the ship roll across the sand. Somewhere,
he was amazed that he was still alive.


For a minute, the pirate vessel settled into the sands,
burning and splintered. On the fallen sail, the magical sigil for wind
continued to glow and flutter in the breeze. Isaac felt a moment of relief.


Slowly, the pirates began to emerge. 


A sizable fraction of the crew were now clawing their way
from the burning wreckage—lions slithering from the broken decks, foxes
stomping through the rigging and sails, even a few hyenas scrambling over the
spire of the upturned prow. A few of the zoanthropes had previously leaped from
the ship as it was set to flame, and now they were making their way along the
deep sand, hissing at the heat on their shoeless paws. 


As he watched, a legion of activity began to emerge around
the fallen ship. Isaac kept his body prone in the sand, despite the burns on
his skin. Many of the surviving pirates were injured, but the vast majority
were still armed, and he did not fancy his chances trying to outrun them
through the sand. His best hope now would be to slink away unnoticed.


“There he is!”


Isaac cursed.


Suddenly, several of the walking beasts pointed in his
direction. A lioness kicked some burning debris out of her way, snarling at
him, raising a cutlass into the light of the sun. A male fox used his halberd
to steady his balance as he limped across the sand. Two hyenas jumped down from
the half-buried deck of the ship, baring their teeth and maces.


Isaac tried to get back to his feet, tried to ready himself
for battle, but his strength was nearly gone. He had poured too much energy
into his magic. All he could do was weakly pull himself along the sand, trying
to crawl away.


“Gut him!” the lioness shouted. “Cock to throat!”


“Watch the arms!” the male hyena yelled. “Don’t let him
cast!”


Isaac continued to crawl, sand leaking between his fingers.
He never imagined he would die this way. He had spent his life preparing for
this mission. He had suffered for years beneath his uncle’s lessons, mastering
the arts of magic and alchemy. All this time, he had hoped to die in battle
against a fellow mage, not be tortured and cut apart by a band of common
pirates before he had even reached the grave at all.


There would be no one to rescue his father now. It was all
for nothing. 


His entire life had been wasted.


They were close. He felt the growl of a lion, the hissing of
a fox. With his hands burning in the sand, Isaac stopped crawling, gathered the
last of his strength, and flipped himself over. 


At the very least, they would not stab him in the back.


By now, a male hyena stood above him, blood leaking down
from his furry fingers onto the haft of his mace. Sharp, half-rotted teeth
flashed in his snout. He was large enough to block out the morning sun,
providing the first bit of shade Isaac had felt in hours. The mace he wielded
was covered in ornamental flanges and jeweled knobs. It looked ridiculously
gaudy in the zoanthrope’s hands, which Isaac could only guess meant that the
hyena had robbed it from an equally gaudy knight.


It seemed like such a stupid way to die.


Was this really it?


Isaac had studied battle injuries. He knew how easy it was to
crush a human skull. In the hands of a strong warrior, a mace could be swung
with great force. As the zoanthrope raised the weapon high, Isaac found himself
remembering a lesson on medicine taught by his uncle, identifying the various
bones of the skull. He saw his mentor’s face reflected in the candlelight.


He closed his eyes.


There was a crash behind them. Wood splintered and flew. The
male hyena stopped, his mace drifting down. In the wreckage, flaming debris
began to churn behind sections of the hull.


Suddenly, another hyena smashed through the flaming wood.
Her clothes were in tatters, forming a loose collection of fabric and leather
that only barely concealed her fur. Her long mohawk of hair was coated in
shining blood. In her hands, she held a poleaxe, the steel also stained a
colorful red, and on her wrists there was a broken set of manacles, the chains
dangling down like a pair of snakes.


“She escaped!” the lioness shouted. 


“Get the prisoner!” a fox yelled.


“Kill her!”


The hyena roared and charged, hefting her poleaxe high. Most
of the pirates turned to face her. She swung down at the closest opponent with
such vicious force that it shattered the haft of his halberd, nearly cleaving
the fox in half down through the groin. She kicked a foot into his chest as the
zoanthrope’s legs buckled, yanking her axe blade free with a sliding of
entrails. Two lions moved in to engage with short swords and cutlasses, and she
met their challenge with a screaming sweep of steel.


The hyena above Isaac hesitated. His mace fell further. For
a moment, he could only stare in horror at the rampaging prisoner.


Isaac seized the chance.


He pulled a phylactery from his pack and threw it at the
pirate. The glass vial shattered across his chest. Immediately, the leather
armor began to deform and twist, erupting with a hissing smoke, and the hyena’s
confusion turned to panic as the acid ate down into his flesh. He flailed,
dropping his mace, snarling in pain, desperately trying to untie the straps of
his armor. While he was distracted, Isaac dove forward, grabbing the mace from
the sand.


He struck the hyena’s knee, feeling a sharp crunch through
the haft. The hyena screamed as he fell into the sand, twisting in agony. Isaac
stumbled over to him, barely able to stand, and lifted the mace above his head.
The first blow crushed the zoanthrope’s snout, spraying teeth and blood. The
second caved in his skull. Despite this, the pirate continued to gurgle and
twitch. Isaac struck a third time, and the movement finally stopped.


A short distance away, a lioness pulled her attention away
from the escaped hyena to see Isaac standing over her fallen comrade. She
roared at him, loud enough for him to feel it in his chest, rushing with a
curved sword. Isaac had no proficiency in martial weapons, so he immediately
dropped the mace and cast a spell.


The pirate reached him just as bolts of ice flew from the
tips of his fingers. With his hand shaking in exhaustion, two of the bolts
sailed wide, but the other three managed to catch the lioness squarely in the
chest, piercing through the leather breastplate and shattering into shards. She
gasped, feline eyes going wide. The pull of her lungs only stabbed the ice
deeper. She stumbled, still lurching ahead, and, for just a moment, Isaac
feared she would manage to gut him with her sword—instead, she tried to lift
the blade, coughed up blood, and collapsed into the sand, groaning and choking.


Isaac fell beside her. His body was completely spent, and he
hovered on the edge of oblivion. For a while, all he could feel was the sand on
his face and the heat of the sun on his back. 


Slowly, he became aware that the sounds of fighting had
stopped.


He lifted his head. The female hyena—the escaped
prisoner—stood alone amongst a pool of bodies, leaning her poleaxe into the
sand as she fought for breath. Her spotted fur was covered in blood. After a
few heaves of her chest, she stood up to her full height, wiping her face with
a leather pauldron, her muscular form outlined by the fires of the broken ship.
A moment later, she raised her arm and began to bite at the shackle still
clasped around her wrist, teasing and nipping at the metal like a wild animal
gnawing at carrion.


Isaac watched her work at her former restraints, his body
half-buried in the sand. Once again, he tried to keep as still as possible.
This beastwoman had almost singlehandedly killed the rest of the pirates, and
he did not want to become part of her rampage. She bit and tore at her wrist,
furiously working the metal, her lip curling with every snap of her snout.
Isaac attempted to reach into his pack.


The movement caught her eye.


All at once, she turned, looking directly at him. Isaac met
her gaze. She lowered her jaws from her manacles, studying him. He watched her
back, unable to do much else. For a long moment, the only sound was the roar of
a dozen burning fires. 


She hefted her poleaxe and began to walk his way.


Isaac tried to stand. His legs were completely limp. It felt
like manipulating a puppet. The massive hyena never changed her pace as he
desperately struggled back to his feet.


“Human!”


Isaac managed to reach his knees.


“Yield!” she called out. “I’ll show mercy!”


Isaac grabbed the mace from the sand. It was enormously
heavy, far heavier than his books had ever implied. He could hardly keep it
steady in his hands.


The hyena flashed a hint of teeth. It might have been a
smile. “Come now. You can barely stand.”


Isaac could barely grip the mace’s haft through the sweat
and grit in his hands. The heat of the sand had blistered much of his skin. As
the zoanthrope drew closer, he began to realize that she had at least two heads
of height above his own, along with the musculature and stamina endemic to her
breed of people. She could likely gut him with the tipped spear of her poleaxe
before he even thought of lifting his mace.


She slowed her walk, stopping just out of reach. Her brown,
slitted eyes seemed to regard the weapon in his hand. Her teeth flashed again,
and he was now sure that it was, indeed, a smile.


“You ever held one of those before?” she asked, amused.


Isaac could only breathe, trying not to collapse.


Her amusement faded. “Don’t throw your life away, human.
That mace ain’t your cock. Don’t swing it where it don’t belong.”


Isaac blew hair from his eye.


“Yield,” she said.


“No,” Isaac replied. “Never.”


She blew a breath through her nose, the fires of her former
ship burning behind her. Embers drifted down past her bloodied mohawk,
reflecting in her eyes. With a quiet sigh, she shifted her axe, stepping
forward.


Isaac swung the mace. It clashed off the haft
of her weapon, splintering the wood. She heaved her poleaxe, shunting it up,
ending the cross with a burst of strength. Isaac stumbled back, nearly twisting
his ankle in the sand, desperately trying to renew his stance.


The last thing he saw was the haft
of her polearm flying towards his face.
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He woke in pain, the sun beating down on his brow.


Vision slowly came. The colors of sand and sky condensed
into detail. As Isaac took a few aching blinks of his eye, he saw his own pack
lying a short distance from his feet. The linen flap was flung open, and the
contents were scattered across the sand—phials and phylacteries, maps etched
with charcoal, language ciphers, empty waterskins, and the last remnants of his
meager rations. He had not been carrying much, and whoever had gone through his
supplies hadn’t seemed interested in what he did possess.


Gradually, he became aware that he was lying in a sitting
position amongst the smoldering wreckage of the pirate ship. Most of the wood
had now been reduced to cinders and ash, though a few embers still blew in the
desert breeze. In front of him, there was a small river of shifted sand, which
he could only guess was where his body had been dragged. When he tried to move
himself, he felt rope cutting into his wrists, and he realized his arms had
been tied through a cannon hole along the broken edge of the hull. His wrists
were bound together with what appeared to be the rigging of the ship.


He pulled again. The rope was rough and gnarled, chafing his
skin. His hands and legs were blistered from the heat of the sand. His head
throbbed with a latent concussion, and he could feel a long welt swelling at
the top of his head, where he had been struck. Most of all, he was thirsty. He
was completely, utterly thirsty. When he tried to swallow, his throat almost
began to bleed.


He kept yanking on his restraints. They did not give way.
Isaac gritted his teeth, almost snarling through the pain.


“Well, well!” a voice called. “My hero awakes!”


Above him, at the edge of the burned top deck, the same
hyena that had slaughtered a dozen pirates was now peering down at him. He was
only barely able to twist enough to see her. After a moment of silence, she
tossed two packs down into the sand. Isaac had time to note that one of the
packs was smaller than the other before the hyena jumped into the sand herself,
landing with a heavy thump that he felt through his legs.


She turned to him, her mohawk of hair fluttering gently in
the breeze. 


Sitting down as he was, Isaac thought she was impossibly
tall. He doubted his head would even reach her shoulder. Currently, she had
traded the tattered rags of a prisoner for the sleeveless vest and knee-length
trousers of a pirate’s garments, which had likely been all she could scavenge
from the ship. There was a motley assortment of leather armor scattered across
her form, consisting of a leather plackart, a single pauldron, a set of
vambraces, a poleyn on the knee, and a belt slung heavily with pouches.


Despite now being dressed far more like a human, her hands
and digitigrade feet were visibly tipped with claws, each of them wrapped in overlapping
lines of cloth. There was still blood on her fur.


“So,” she said, walking toward him, “how we feeling, then?”


Isaac swallowed what little saliva he had left.


The hyena stopped at the edge of his boots and squatted
herself down to his level, which left her still more than a head above him. At
this distance, he could see a deep scar running up the tip of her black nose,
along with a more jagged line etched beside her eye.


“How’s it feel,” she asked, “smashing the finest pirate ship
of the desert?”


Isaac did not answer.


She gestured out to the burnt pieces of hull, most of which
were sinking into the sand. “Terror of the dunes, the scourge of every
merchant, the bane of many lords. Oh, she thought herself the tooth biting at
the teat of all civilized society, and you just bloody well snuffed her with a
flick of your wrist. Like some candle on a cake.”


Isaac blinked.


“I ain’t mad,” the hyena said, casually wiping blood off her
thigh, like some food had spilled at dinner. “Quite the opposite, actually.”


Isaac attempted to speak. His throat was very raw, and the
words pained him as they emerged. “It—was not my—intention.”


Her ears perked up. “That so?”


He shook his head.


“From what I heard,” she continued, “you fired first. My
jailers were quite surprised.”


“I thought—your ship was a wyrm.”


She straightened. “The giant sand dragons? Them that fly from the ground in a flurry of teeth and
scales? You thought one of them was on the prowl, and your first thought was to
lob a ball of fire in its direction?”


“Yes,” Isaac said.


“Truly?” the hyena asked.


He nodded.


“And you would consider this a wise decision?”


He shrugged against the rope.


The hyena sat back on her animal-like feet, staring at him.
All at once, she laughed, exposing the teeth along her snout. “You just got
that right blend of naïve and foolhardy about you, huh?” She leaned in again.
“What’s your name, love?”


“. . . Isaac.”


She placed a hand to her chest, resting it on a patch of fur
above her breasts. “Zaria. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


Isaac stared at her.


“Might be you want to say that back,” Zaria said. “Bein’
polite and all.”


“I’m not a very good liar.”


She snorted. “Are we to be enemies, then?”


Isaac yanked on his restraints. “You’ve tied me to a boat.
What else should we be?”


“Well,” Zaria said, “I suppose I could be grateful to you
for rescuing me from certain torture and death, even if you did so by flipping
the gods-damned ship I was chained against.”


For a moment, Isaac considered telling her about his
mission.


“Of course,” she continued, eyes roaming over him, “even
then, one has to wonder how thankful they should be to someone who didn’t even
mean to help them. One has to wonder if, given the opportunity, they’d just
turn around and burn her alive, like everyone else.”


Isaac decided not to tell her. In fact, he resolved himself to keep his mission a secret. Nothing good
would come from telling a cutthroat his plans.


“One could have a sense of honor,” he replied, regaining
some of his voice.


She grinned at him, like he had told a dirty joke. “Honor
supposed to replace common sense, is it? Suppose I feel so good about letting
you go that I don’t even notice you tossin’ another
fireball my way?” She shook her head, eyes never leaving his face. “No. What
one really has to wonder is—what’s some well-to-do mage like yourself, armed
with vials and book-learning, doing all the way out here, in the wasted sands?”


Isaac did not reply.


Zaria stood up to her full height. She towered far above
him. “Feeling thirsty, Isaac?”


“What?”


The hyena gestured towards his own pack, which had been
upturned and ransacked near his feet. “Couldn’t help but notice you got empty
skins in your pack. Nothing but salt meat and chemicals for nourishment,
neither.”


Isaac felt incensed. “Did you steal from me?”


“Oh, I would have, but I can’t rightly eat your parchment,
can I?”


His maps and ciphers gently fluttered in the desert breeze.
Isaac wondered, fearfully, if she had managed to read them.


“You really are a special fool,” she said. “The sun out here
kills men nearly as fast as the wyrms. I’ve seen people go mad from thirst
inside a day. And you’re marching along on foot with barely a few cock squirts
of liquid, merry as you like.”


He felt the urge to lick his lips. They were horribly
chapped, and a white scum was beginning to form at the corners of his mouth.


Zaria watched him carefully.


“There’s an oasis,” Isaac said, shrugging his shoulder to
what he thought was the northwest. “According to my map, it’s only a few miles
away.”


She chuckled. “Oh, aye, there was a spring there once, true
enough. It’s been dry a few odd years now. Safe to
say, if we hadn’t stumbled across each other, you’d be gasping your last.”


Isaac tried to swallow. He had no saliva left.


“I’ll ask again. You thirsty, Isaac?”


He looked up at her. “Yes.”


“Want me to give you some water?”


He did not respond. 


“Come now,” Zaria said. “It’s freely offered. Quite
refreshing. A human like you might get the shits, but, you know, that’s the
risk we take.”


“Yes,” Isaac said, gasping out the word. “Yes, I would like
some water.”


She wagged a clawed finger. “Now, now, young sir, that was
not very lordly of you. Mind your manners.”


“What?” Isaac thrashed in his restraints. “What is your
game, beastwoman? Let me go!”


“You get that line from a book, Isaac? Read it in one of
your adventure tales?” She regarded him with amusement. “Magic-wielder like
yourself must come from the nobility. Educated in proper etiquette and such. So
why don’t you say please?”


Isaac stared back at her.


“Come now,” she said. “Simple word, isn’t it?”


His throat was raw. His muscles were pained. His mind was growing
dizzier by the second. When his last waterskin had emptied, and his urine had
been darker than sandstone, Isaac had decided to brave the dunes with the sole
intention of quenching his thirst. Now, it seemed his only option to save
himself from dehydration was the hyena in front of him.


Even still, he was well aware that she was toying with him,
leveraging the complete control she had over his life. Isaac had not become a
journeyman in magical transmutation just to be bested and mocked by some common
pirate.


But, at the moment, there really was nothing for it. He
would have to swallow his pride before the water.


“Please,” he said, gazing up at her.


A grin emerged along her snout. “Knew you had it in you.”


She turned and sauntered over to the two packs she had
tossed from the deck. In her temporary absence, Isaac ran his rope bindings
along the edge of the cannon hole, hoping to find a sharp edge to cut them on.
He found nothing but smooth brass, which made him quietly snarl. Isaac knew
over two dozen spells, most of which could easily reduce the hyena to cinders,
chunks, ribbons, and droplets—of course, with his wrists bound in place,
casting a single one would be impossible. The mnemonic incantations required
the full use of his arms. Without it, he was helpless. 


As Isaac pulled on his restraints again, he noticed the body
of a pirate, lying a modest distance away. It was the lioness he had killed
with bolts of frost, who had died with a look of shock and agony on her face.
Her glassy feline eyes seemed to reflect his stare.


Isaac felt a twist in his gut, turning his head away.


By now, Zaria was standing over him again, her tall figure
blocking away the sun. She held a waterskin in her hand. “Open wide.”


Isaac opened his mouth.


She squatted down and began to pour. At first, Isaac drank
greedily, the sensation of cool water on his tongue almost indescribable in its
pleasure, but Zaria never slowed her pouring, and he couldn’t swallow fast
enough. Soon, he was nearly choking on the water, some of it spilling on his
face and chest. She continued to pour even when he bent over to cough and gasp.
By the time the skin was empty, more of it had landed on his robes than his
mouth, and the amount he had swallowed only managed to blunt his thirst.


Zaria tossed the empty skin over her shoulder. “Well, now. I
hope we’re bathed and happy. If that’s all, let’s return to business.”


Isaac coughed, trying to lick more droplets from his
scraggly beard.


Zaria held out a piece of paper. “What does this say?”


It was the letter his uncle had written him just before the
start of his journey. He had not been able to send Isaac off personally, having
to attend to urgent business elsewhere, but the letter was there to wish him
well and grant him safe passage with the special design of its wax seal. It
contained references to his mission, where he came from, and the places he was
to go. Over the days of travel, Isaac had read it many times.


He kept his expression calm. “It’s written in the common
language.”


The hyena moved the paper closer to his face. “I understand
that, love. What does it say?”


He stared back at her for a moment, trying to understand the
problem, before it suddenly dawned on him. “Oh. You’re illiterate.” He couldn’t
help but chuckle to himself. “Of course you are. I don’t know why I expected—”


Her jaw flashed toward his throat. Isaac squirmed against
the cannon hole, feeling an entire maw’s worth of teeth wrapping around his
neck, like scissors to paper. His heart pounded against her canines and
incisors. For a moment, her jaw seemed to tense, holding a fearsome pressure on
his skin, only for the rest of her head to pull slightly away, leaving her nose
below his chin and her breath caressing the front of his jugular, like a gentle
promise.


This close to him, he could smell a distinctive musk, one
that suggested she had not bathed for several days. It worsened the dizziness
in his head.


“Don’t make this hard,” she said. “I’d hate to leave you for
the birds.”


Above the furry ears tickling at his nose, Isaac could see
buzzards already circling the air, high above the wreckage. He knew, from his
reading, that vultures tended to eat the eyes of the dead first, or otherwise
tear their way through the soft lining of the anus. He had studied enough
diagrams to know their beaks were very sharp.


Sometimes, the birds did not bother to wait until their meal
was dead.


“I’ll spin you a yarn,” Zaria said, her hot breath on his
skin, “and tell me if I’m wrong.” She cleared her throat. “That gaudy little
seal comes from the desk of some equally gaudy mage, probably robed and such,
granting the bearer diplomatic passage. The curly-cues and fancy letterin’ tell me that this mage is probably so wizened
that he jerks himself to sigils in his spare time. Most of all, the sweaty
fingerprints on the margin suggest you’ve pawed over this parchment like a
special letter from your missus.”


Isaac watched the buzzards circle overhead, trying not to
breathe.


Something hot and wet touched his throat. He realized, all
at once, that Zaria was dragging her tongue across his neck. Like many
predators, she had meat-stripping barbs on her tongue, which were now roughly
scarping over his skin. The feeling was painful, wet, and oddly tingling. He
kicked his legs through the sand, trying to strike her away, but he was pressed
into the section of hull by the bulk of her body, which gave him no leverage to
spare.


Slowly, she pulled away, taking her time of things. A clawed
hand gripped his shoulder. A pair of brown, slitted eyes met his own. He could
see now, more than ever, that the scar on her nose was deep, old, and wicked.


“Am I hittin’ the mark, Isaac?”


Isaac tried to catch his breath, feeling that the heat on
his face was not solely due to burns.


“I’ll ask you again,” she said, holding up his uncle’s
letter. “And I promise, this is the last time I’ll use my words. Do we
understand each other?” 


Isaac nodded, gathering himself.


“What does this say?”


Isaac looked at the letter, back at her, and said: “Fuck
off.”


She didn’t react. For a long moment, she kept looking into
his eyes, searching for any hint of weakness. Isaac gathered the last of his
strength and defiantly met her gaze, knowing that the slightest falter would be
his last. All at once, she began to snigger. The laughter continued building in
strength until she was bent over, leaning a hand on his thigh, cackling with
her entire body. It was loud and whooping and completely like an animal.


Isaac took a deep breath, his throat still noticeably wet.
He tried to think of his father.


“Can I tell you something, Isaac?” Zaria asked, pulling
herself straight. Her snout quirked with a repressed grin. “I think we’ll make
a fine team, you and I.”


“Excuse me?”


She stood up, pacing over to his upturned pack. “Well, I may
not have had the good fortune of education, but I do know a
good fortune when I see one.” She picked up a parchment lying on the ground,
shaking the sand off.


A chill went down Isaac’s spine when he recognized his own
map, complete with all his markings and notes and gathered thoughts. Zaria
parsed over the symbols like she was perfectly capable of taking their measure.
It occurred to him that a pirate would have a very good cause for learning how
to navigate by chart.


It was already over. She knew where he was going.


Zaria strolled back to him, squatting down till she was only
slightly above him. “What’s this, Isaac?”


“I do believe that’s a piece of paper.”


“Funny. I think it’s a treasure map. See?” She pointed at
the large X that denoted his destination. “X marks the spot. Classic
cartography. Even mages with silver spoons up their arse like that one,
apparently.” She paused. “No offense.”


“Much taken,” Isaac said.


“Well, it just so happens I know this place. Most pirates
do.” She adopted a creeping, gravelly voice. “The lair of an ancient sorceress,
carved into the earth from the buried corpse of a giant, the smell of death so
pungent it touches the fabric of your soul. They say that anyone who ventures
into the mouth of this tomb has their essence consumed by demons, their spirit
twisted into madness by eternal torture.” She glanced down at the map, then
back at him. When she spoke again, her voice was at a regular alto pitch. “You
believe in them old myths, Isaac?”


Isaac grimaced. “Not all of them are wives’ tales.”


“Ah,” she answered. “Well, they also say that old sorceress
left behind treasures not seen by any species for thousands of years. Gems and
goblets of gold, all glitterin’ in the dark, more
than ten skimmers could carry. You believe that old myth, too?”


He swallowed.


Zaria pressed a claw into the X. “Let me spin another yarn.
See, I think you were sent out by some mage academy or what have you to claim
that treasure, and maybe discover a few evil magics along the way, or whatever
nasty business the lords of the land are brewin’ up
for their schemes. A group of bandits may stand no chance against the horrors
that lurk in them halls, but a mage like you? Someone who’s quite obviously
read his weight in ancient books?” She looked him up and down. “I bet you could
take me right down to that horde of gold.”


“No,” Isaac said, quietly.


“No, you can’t? Or, no, you won’t?”


“No. I—” He sighed. “I’m trying to rescue my father.”


She tilted her head. “Is he some aspiring weapon of
destruction, like yourself?”


“He was part of the Diet of Nine. One of the strongest
transmutation experts on the continent. He went out to the tomb before I was
born to make contact with that very same sorceress,
who, I assure you, is very real. The Diet had reason to believe she was still
alive, sustaining herself by the power of necromancy.”


“Ain’t that death magic illegal?”


“It’s . . . a complex discipline. There are practical
applications, if you follow the Diet’s mandate, but stealing soul energy from
the dead, corrupting the very essence of a person? That is a
capital crime. My father had orders to kill the sorceress if her presence there
was confirmed.” Isaac looked away. “He never returned. Something trapped him
down in the tomb of the colossus. The only reason we know he’s not dead was a
divination of his soul energy, using advanced machines.”


“Soul magic’s just a thing you can do, is it?”


“It’s highly experimental. Look, I have spent my life
training with my uncle—my father’s brother—in order to rescue him from that
tomb. Ever since I was able to speak, that has been my purpose. That is why I’m
walking across this wasteland of a desert, risking death by wyrms and pirates.
I want to save my father from whatever evil thing is holding him down there.”


Zaria blinked. She almost spoke, then seemed to think better
of it. For a small span of time, she sat on her haunches, watching him
carefully.


Isaac shrugged through his restraints. “Was that a good
enough reason for you?”


“As far as they go, sure.” She was looking at him
differently now. “Still haven’t answered my question about the treasure.”


“I doubt it’s quite as big as you’ve heard, but . . . yes.
It’s real.”


She leaned in. “It’s real? Truly?”


“The Diet of Nine thinks it is.”


“Free to claim, then?”


“I suppose so. I doubt anyone else is coming.”


Zaria sat back on her toes. She ran her fingers through the
sand, letting the sediment drip across her claws, before glancing around the
wreckage. There were bodies of pirates, shattered planks, smoldering cinders.
The hot desert wind whistled gently through it all.


“Tell you what, Isaac,” she said. “Since you’ve done me
several favors already, I’ll do some for you.”


Isaac glanced at the dead lioness again. “Do you consider
killing your friends a favor?”


The lips of her snout curled. “They weren’t my mates. Fact
is, an hour ago, I was expecting them to give me a painful death. Now, I’m free
as the wind, they’re all dead, and I’ve got an opportunity to be richer than
the feline queen herself. You could say I’m feeling pretty chipper about
things.”


“I just thought you were always like this.”


“Here’s the deal,” she said. “I’ll aid you in rescuing your
father. Maybe I’ll vanquish some ancient evils along the way, if it catches my
fancy. After that, you and I are going to split that treasure. It might be your
father grants me some titles and land, too, but we can discuss that later.”


Isaac had several responses ready at once. Most of them were
impolite, so he said: “Did none of that talk of ancient necromancers scare you
away?”


“Why should it? I’ve got this strapping young mage ready to
act as my squire boy. Clearly, he knows what for. He’s got naught but his cock
in his hands, and he’s ready to march into blackness like a brave little lad.”
She patted the haft of the poleaxe hanging on her back. “I’d dare say he’s
almost a damsel in need of a knight.”


Something snapped in him.


“First,” Isaac said, “I am not a squire
boy. I am a journeyman of magical transmutation, trained by a nation-renowned
expert in necromancy and elemental magic. I have been certified by the Diet of
Nine as proficient in the banishment of undead life, the destruction of hexes,
and the counteraction of necrotic spells. I have been fully prepared to arrest
or slay a sorceress powerful enough to rival armies.”


Zaria grinned. “You rattle off them titles to all the
lasses, Isaac?”


“Secondly, I will not have my mission
sullied by some greedy pirate looking for treasure! You will only get in my
way! I will not put my father’s life at risk for some uneducated beastwoman who
thinks she can do my job by swinging some steel on a stick!”


The hyena stared at him for a moment, slowly nodding her
head, before rising to her feet. “Fine, then. Have fun with the buzzards.”


Isaac hesitated. “W-what?”


“Maybe they’ll gorge themselves on the easier meat, lying
around here.” She gestured at the corpses. “Might give you some time to loose yourself.”


“Hey, no!” He struggled against the rope. “Let me free!”


“Why should I?” she said. “Clearly, you’re as fearsome as
they come. You can handle a few birds.”


“I—well—”


“Oh, can you not cast them spells while tied like that?” She
pretended to hum in thought. “That’s a shame. Rather puts you at my mercy,
doesn’t it?”


By the edges of the wreckage, the first vultures were
beginning to descend. They stayed on the periphery, watching the two living
people with obvious caution, but their eyes were drifting hungrily toward the
dead bodies, and they were growing bolder by the minute. Their dark forms
shuddered across the sand.


Isaac heard the squawks overhead like the ringing of a
church’s bell.


“Which do you think’ll come
first?” Zaria asked. “Sunstroke or thirst? Lying out here, all on your
lonesome. It’ll get you quick, believe me. The only hope you’ll have is the
buzzards trying to nip your flesh while it’s ripe to eat, but that won’t be too
merciful of them, either. They’ll start at the soft bits. Eyes and lips. You
name it, they’ll get it. They’re very patient.”


Isaac tried to control his breathing. He knew she was trying
to intimidate him again, and he attempted to respond in kind. “You will never
see a single coin of that gold without me.”


She squatted down again, meeting his eye with an expression
that was not entirely cruel. “I’m well aware. That’s why the deal’s being
offered. I help you get your father, you help get me
rich. Otherwise, we go our separate ways, here and now.”


“That’s not much of a choice.”


“Course it’s not. That’s why I’ve already packed your bag.”
She gestured to the two packs she’d dropped down from the ship. “Your brave new
knight has pilfered enough skins and rations from the cargo to last us the
whole adventure, looks like. It’ll be freely offered, on condition of
agreement.”


He looked at his upturned pack, seeing nothing but glass
phylacteries and strips of old vellum parchment. He would never be able to
reach his father on such meager supplies, let alone
the journey back. Even after wetting his throat, he was still desperately
thirsty. He would give anything for another supp of water.


He took a small breath.


“Smaller one’s yours, naturally,” Zaria said. “Can’t have my
squire growing weak at the knees.”


Isaac glanced at the vultures again.


“Whatcha say then, Isaac? Comrades in arms?” She spread her
arms in a hopeful embrace. “Soldiers for a cause?”


He glared up at her. “Just untie me, you mangy cutthroat.”


“Yes?” the hyena asked.


“Untie me.”


“Was that a yes, then?”


“Untie me!”


“I’m gonna need a yes there, squire.”


“Yes! For fuck’s sake, yes! Untie me!”


Zaria hummed to herself. “Oh, aye. Right. ‘Bout that. Those
arms of yours—them magic cannons, I mean—those are going to stay nice and bound
until the coin’s in our pockets. I ain’t riskin’ a spell from a mage of your
caliber. You understand.”


He stared at her, long enough to hear the vultures begin to
squabble over the lioness. Slowly, Isaac leaned forward, raising his tied
wrists through the porthole of a cannon.


She grinned, pulling out a dagger. “Oh, just you wait,
Isaac. We’ll be thick as thieves. You ain’t never had a better companion.”
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The sun seared itself across the sky.


For the most part, Isaac had never ventured out during the
day. Every night, he had stopped his march hours before dawn, taking shelter
within rocky grottos, the nooks of slot canyons, and the last vestiges of
chaparral forest, hoping to wait out the malevolence of the light. His uncle
had insisted he not take unnecessary risks. Rescuing his father was all well
and good, but the man had been trapped for decades, and he could wait a few
weeks longer than planned, if only to make sure his one begotten son would not
perish beneath the sun.


But even in the shade of a slot canyon, the heat remained
miserable. It never truly abated—only fell and rose in intensity, like waves in
a tide. It was a constant muddiness, a weight on his steps, a simmering
cauldron for his thoughts. By the time he entered the dunes, dried sweat had
collected in every crack of his skin, and no amount of water ever seemed to
slake him of thirst. Even the sandwyrms and their vortex of teeth hadn’t made
him panic like the thought of being caught by the sun’s light without shelter.


Isaac sighed.


Right now, he judged the sun to be just past its zenith. It
pulsed in the firmament like a throbbing, angry hole, turning the sky from blue
to a pale shade of red. 


He tugged on the rope binding his hands, glaring at Zaria.


It was the peak of day. There was no shade or cover. All
around him, there was an endless quantity of sand. The hills were sand. The valleys and slopes were sand. Sand flew in the
wind, catching in his mouth and eyes. The sand was so hot beneath his boots
that every step into the mire felt like stuffing his foot into a blacksmith’s
forge. Before long, his shins were covered in burns, his ankles ached from
twisting, and the folds of his skin were completely crusted with sediment.


When he reached a clearing in the dunes, he looked over the
yawning seas of sand, seeing little else to focus the eye. Hazes of heat
shimmered through the valleys. It reminded him of glass.


He tugged on his restraints again.


“We should have stayed with the ship,” Isaac said.


Zaria was several strides ahead, expertly working her way up
a dune. She had wrapped herself in a loose-fitting shawl, the white fabric
forming into a makeshift set of billowing robes that were not quite dissimilar
from the journeyman’s robes Isaac himself wore. He noted, carefully, that she
was not wearing any boots. The pads of her digitigrade feet seemed to barely
break the sand.


“Them buzzards would’ve given us away,” she replied.
“They’ll circle for hours. Like a beacon for whatever nasty sort wants easy
pickings. Best we get some distance.”


“Even during the day?”


“No choice, love. There’s nothin’ for it. We gotta scamper.”


Isaac shook his head. “You have to scamper. You’re
the one they want.”


“Oh, what,” Zaria said, taking a loping step up the sand,
“you think my old mates would treat you like royalty? All crumpets and tea?
Some human mage like yourself, bounding across the desert with more potions
than sense—odds are they’d rob you on principle alone. I sure would.” She
glanced back at him. “That’s if they don’t yank your guts for scuttling a whole
bloody skimmer.”


Isaac glanced off into a neighboring valley of sand, saying
nothing. When he looked back, Zaria had stopped halfway up the dune, her brown
animal eyes watching him beneath the white hood of her shawl.


“You going to cover yourself?” she asked.


Because his hands were tied, he had to raise both of them to
wipe the sweat from his brow. He gestured at the sun. “Why would I want more clothing?”


The hyena snorted.


“What?” Isaac asked, incensed.


“Far be it from me,” she said, “to separate a fool from his
consequence, but I suppose you are my ward now, for better or worse.”


Isaac glared up at her.


She opened her arms, allowing the loose sleeves of her shawl
to dangle and blow with the wind. “It’s basic survival. Cover yourself, nice
and loose. It’ll keep the heat from your skin. It’ll keep your furless hide
from sunburn, too.”


He gestured at his own brown robes. “Is this not enough?”


“You tell me, squire.”


“I am not your squire, or your ward, or a member of
your unwashed pirate band, or whatever other epithet you care to insult me
with. My name is Isaac. I am a journeyman from the college of Khador. I have
titles and prestige.”


“That’s cute of you to say, squire.”


Isaac frowned. “What am I supposed to use for this shawl,
exactly?”


“I put a blanket in your pack.”


Isaac had noticed the robes she had stuffed into his pack.
At the time, he’d thought little of them, becoming much more concerned with how
heavily laden it was with water and rations. He didn’t want to admit any ground
to her, so he raised his tied hands into the light, saying: “I can’t exactly
dress myself, can I?”


This gave her pause. “Hm. Suppose not.”


“Yes, well, thank you for all the instruction, despite its
condescension, but I suppose I’ll do without.”


“Nah,” Zaria said. “I’ll do it for you.”


“W-what?”


She came down towards him, sliding down through the sand
with practiced balance. He hardly had time to blink before she was towering
above him again. His head barely reached the top of her breasts, and she had a
presence of muscle and speed that seemed to trigger something primitive in
Isaac. His heart raced whenever she was near.


“Raise your arms,” she said, reaching over his shoulder.
“Far be it for a knight to let her squire go underdressed.”


“I am not your squire.”


She yanked the bundled robes from his pack and forced his
arms over his head. He stood there, baking in the sun and no less embarrassed,
letting the zoanthrope wrap a sprawl of white fabric around his body. With her
standing so close, he caught another waft of her unwashed body. The smell was
thick and strong. Isaac grimaced as she secured the makeshift shawl in place
with several belts. He felt like a baby wrapped in blankets.


Zaria stepped back, looking him up and down. She grinned
with a row of yellow teeth. “Quite a fearsome sight.”


Isaac grimaced at his new clothes.


“Try not to strike terror in the meek and innocent.”


“You are not funny.”


A hot gust of wind blew at him, carrying more of her scent.
Isaac coughed and moved around her, continuing up the dune.


“Something wrong, squire?” Zaria asked, easily keeping pace
with him.


“You have quite an odor on you.”


“Oh, thank you, love. Made it myself.”


“That is the problem.”


She glanced down at him. “Whose problem, exactly?”


“Anyone downwind.”


She chuckled. “Spoken like a lad who’s never lacked for soap
and bathwater. You don’t smell like a wee cherub yourself.”


He tried to climb the dune faster, his feet sinking into the
loose sand. “You know nothing of my upbringing. It wasn’t all honeyed tarts and
ballroom dances.”


“Oh, truly?” She caught up to him again. “All cloistered in
your wizard tower, with three hot meals, a fire in the hearth, and a bed of
feathers to rest your head. Quite the image of suffering.”


“How do you sleep, then? Are you warm and snug with all the
treasures you’ve robbed?”


Zaria blew a raspberry. “I’m supposed to feel bad for
pinching fancy baubles? What good does a silver necklace do anyone ‘cept look
real pretty? At least I turn it into food and ale.”


“You’re a pirate,” Isaac said. “I doubt you stop there.”


“Just admit you know nothing of the world, Isaac. Save us
all the trouble.”


He reached the top of the dune and turned to face her. “Do
you know how many travelers you’ve killed as a cutthroat? Do you even bother to
count?”


She stopped just before him, further down the slope. “I
never killed a soul that didn’t have it coming.”


“I find that hard to believe.”


“That’s ‘cause you don’t know better. Your idea of banditry
is all from books. Just so you’re aware, killing your mark’s the worst thing
you can do.” She waved off to the horizon. “You rob a family in a carriage, and
no one looks twice. Should’ve hired protection, they’ll be told. You slaughter
that family down to the last, and you’ll have the entire town guard up your
arse before you break camp. Don’t need to be morals involved. It’s just bein’
sensible with your craft.”


Isaac shook his head, continuing on. “I still don’t believe
you.”


“Look,” she said, still following beside him, “it’s all
about fear, right? You brandish your steel, you bare your teeth, you get the
lads all laughing mean like you’re excited to gut
something for a change, and you’ll have the usual wayfarers begging
your mercy, throwing their purses without you ripping ‘em yourself. You do the
show right, you convince the would-be heroes not to try nothing, and you skulk
away without spillin’ a drop of blood.” She shrugged. “Little bit of coin’s not
worth anyone’s life.”


“Oh, terrific,” Isaac replied, still trying to put distance
between them. “I’ve seen it all now. A philanthropist pirate, just trying to
help the common folk while she robs them blind. Clearly, she’s never hurt a
flower.”


Ahead of them, the dunes stretched off into the horizon.
There was not a single color other than brown to focus the eye. The sky was
empty of clouds.


“Never claimed my hands weren’t bloody,” Zaria said, her
voice gaining an edge. “Killed a couple score, at least. Town guards, rival
pirates. Some nameless sorts on the street. Ain’t proud of it, but that’s life
for you.”


Isaac snorted. “Like you had no choice.”


“Got a right to defend me and mine, don’t I?”


“No one forced you to turn to piracy.” He stomped into the
sand, feeling the kicked-up sediment burning against his ankle. “You chose that
path of your own free will.”


Suddenly, he heard a growl behind him. When he turned, he
saw Zaria’s teeth emerge from beneath a curling lip. “Look here, you foppy
little shit, I won’t be lectured by some spoiled cunt who’s lived naught but a bleeding life of luxury compared to mine.”


His heart raced. He stopped in the sand. The heat swirled
around his head. “Tell me I’m wrong.”


“No.” She stepped forward, poking a claw down into his
chest. “You tell me, Isaac. You ever gone a day in your life without food in
your belly?”


Isaac stared back at her.


Her claw pressed deeper. “You stand on a street corner, and
you watch some fat pig nobleman saunter by with fresh bread in his hooves, and
you listen to the little pup next to you crying from hunger, and you tell me
you wouldn’t snatch that loaf without a second thought.”


The air was hot and swirling.


“Maybe I would,” Isaac said. “Even still, I wouldn’t pretend
to be better than I am.”


Her ears flattened. The poleaxe on her back glinted in the
sun. Carefully, she leaned over him, speaking in a low growl. “How about you
keep your focus on tombs and mages and absent fathers? Clearly, it’s all you
intend to know.”


She shouldered past him, knocking him to the side with a
brush of her leather vambrace. Isaac caught his balance in the sand. He tried
to steady his breath.


Eventually, he followed her.


They continued on. The distance across the dunes was slowly
scraped away, like sand brushing grooves into rock. With a shawl tied around
his torso, Isaac felt some measure of relief from the heat, though it ended up
being little comfort in the end. His legs ached. Each step through the sand was
more exhausting than the last. Retrieving a waterskin from his pack was
difficult with his hands tied in front of him, and the water itself was
invariably hot.


A short distance ahead, Zaria kept a steady marching pace.
Her tail flowed through a hole in her knee-length trousers, shifting with each
of her steps. The wild mohawk of hair on her head and neck flowed down her
upper back, brushing up through the white fabric of her shawl. Below her
shoulders, her vest was beginning to tinge with spots of fresh red. She must
have wounds on her back, ones that still wept with blood. 


He hadn’t seen her receive any injuries during their escape,
though she had been a prisoner of the pirates for some time before.


Had they tortured her?


Were those old wounds reopening again?


Further down, at the base of her tail, the curve of her ass—


Isaac blinked, looking away. He tried to recall his map.
Zaria had taken possession of it, but he knew the gravesite was fairly close.
If they kept travelling at their current pace, they would reach the tomb of the
necromancer before noon tomorrow.


He felt a quiver in his chest.


He almost couldn’t believe it. All his life, he had imagined
how the unplundered capital of the ancient necromancers would appear. A tomb
built around the colossal skeleton of some ancient giant, sinking deep into the
earth, its corridors built under the arches of ribs and petrified muscle. How
dusty were its halls? What kind of engravings would line the burial chambers?
Where would his father lie amongst all that ancient ruin?


In less than a day, he would finally know. It almost didn’t
seem real.


He glanced at Zaria again. 


He couldn’t fail his father now.


“So,” Isaac called out, his voice rusty from exertion. “What
did you do to anger your friends? Why did they imprison you?”


Zaria’s tail immediately stiffened. “I’d cease my gab if I
were you, Isaac.”


“You were giving plenty of it before.”


“At your expense. Not mine.”


He quickened his pace, closing the gap between them. “Was it
just between you and your shipmates?”


She kept walking ahead of him.


“Zaria,” he called again, “I need to know if the other
pirates are going to search for you.”


She looked up at the sky. Sand fluttered from her mohawk.
“Aye, they will. That’s why we need the distance. All we can do is hope the
wind covers our tracks.”


“Oh,” Isaac said. “That is terrific. Truly. Not only have
you kidnapped me for coin, but you’ve also sicced a band of cutthroats after
me. Is there anything else you care to hamper my mission with? Perhaps an
assassin? A court jester, to complete the farce?”


“Tell you what, squire,” she replied. “If you continue to
slow us down, I’ll be sure to tell them who blew up one of their prized magic
ships.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t you start thinking you’ll get off
better than me.”


“Hey,” Isaac said. “What did you do?”


She shifted her white shawl, scratching the fur of her neck.


“At this point, I have a right to know.”


Her ears fell.


“Week or so back,” the hyena said, staring off into the
middle distance, “we got a contract for moving cargo from one of the Diet
kingdoms, some royal shipping company or other that wanted their goods
delivered to an outpost deep in the shrubland. I forget the name. Should’ve
paid attention.”


“A king hired pirates to move his supplies?”


“Sure. Best insurance one can buy. Who’s going to steal from
a pirate ship?”


“The pirates themselves, I imagine.”


She gave a small snort. “I believe the ledger keepers call
it loss reduction. Skimming from the top is better than stealing wholesale.”
She waved a hand. “Anyway, we get the merchandise, we set sail, everything’s to
order. We pass up more than one caravan since the contractor made such a fuss
about fast delivery.


“Night three or four, I’m posting watch, and I hear a cry
from the cargo deck. I check it out, as you do, but there’s no one below. Still
hear the crying. Sounds real pitiful like. Finally tracked it down to one of
the crates.” Her fist balled at her side. “Crack it
open and there’s three tiger kittens staring up at me. Starved and covered in
their own filth. Next crate I check has two young horses, and one’s clearly
been dead a while. Third has humans. Fourth was boars. You get the idea.”


Isaac almost spoke. He decided to wait.


“By then,” Zaria said, “my shipmates come down as well,
because I’m making a ruckus, and the kits are cryin’ loud. First one brave
enough to approach asks what the hell I’m doing. I ask him if he knew we were
transporting slaves. Children, at that. He tells me no, but why should he care?
Job paid too well to ask questions. Hopefully, they hire us again. Then he
kicks the crate and screams at the kittens to stop crying so much.


“Before I know it, I’ve split his head open. Next two shipmates
liked me some so they try calming me. I tell them clear as I can that the next
person who gets near these kits is dead. By then, more are coming down.” She
gazed off towards the horizon. “I’m so beside myself that I kill nine others
before a different plan strikes me. Managed to push them out and barricade the
stairs long enough to rig a satchel of black powder next to the hull. Blew a
hole in the ship, resealed the crates, and started dumping them out the side.”


She shrugged. 


“We were close enough to a border town for the garrison to
hear the noise. I dumped a third of the cargo before the crew broke through and
pinned me down. From there, the skimmer broke hard to avoid pursuit, so I know
they never picked what I tossed. That’s something.”


She spent the next few moments walking in silence.


“They tortured me a couple days. Tied right to the mast, no
food or water. Everyone who lost a mate got a turn.” 


She fingered one of the bleeding wounds on her back. 


“Captain kept them in line, for the most part. Traitors like
me get reserved for special treatment. She wanted to haul me back to Crookspur,
way deep in the canyonlands, and spill my guts for the other crews to see.”
Zaria gave a rough, humorless snort. “See, though, that’s the thing. She had
live cargo. If she makes the journey to Crookspur, it’ll spoil on her. And she
has a reputation of keeping her word.”


Isaac kept walking behind her.


“So,” Zaria continued, “she’s forced to hail down another
ship, and she tosses me on board, and she promises to chew my guts like straw,
and then she fucks off to sell children like cattle, as she promised. I was on
that second skimmer for a couple hours. Then, of course, you came along, and
you burned it down. And now we’re here.”


The hyena glanced at him.


“Just so we’re clear,” she said. “I ain’t goin’ back. Not
for you, and neither for fear of what’s in that tomb up ahead. Not for
nothin’.”


“I understand,” Isaac replied.


“Do you?”


“. . . I think so.”


She made a noise in her throat, turning back. “Good.”


Isaac watched her carefully. “There weren’t any slaves
on that ship, right? The one I found you on? The one I. . . .”


“The one you burnt to cinders?”


“I mean, yes, if that skimmer wasn’t your original vessel,
then there wasn’t anyone else imprisoned there, correct? There weren’t any . .
. bystanders?”


She glanced back at him. “Is my squire suggesting he would
have stopped his holy mission to rescue a couple kittens?”


“Yes! Of course I would!” He felt startled by the question.
“What kind of person do you take me for? I would’ve helped.”


She grunted, still watching him.


Isaac looked away.


“Something else on your mind?” Zaria asked.


“Well. . . .” He thought about her story, picking through
the details. “How many other ships are loaded with slaves? Who’s paying for all
this?”


“You know,” she said. “I’ve been wondering that, myself.”


“Which Diet kingdom gave you the cargo?”


“Does it matter?”


“Of course it does! Slavery is expressly forbidden under the
mandate of the nine kingdoms. This king is breaking several treaties. He should
be brought to justice.”


Zaria snorted, as if that was funny.


“I. . . .” Isaac fiddled with his hands, working against the
rope. The wind was very quiet. “I don’t know.”


“Aye. Me neither.”


He gazed off into the distance, over the wrinkled hills of
sand, looking for the rising spiral of smoke or the glowing sails of a magical
skimmer. He saw nothing but sand and sky.


“That satisfy your curiosity, Isaac?”


“In some ways, sure.”


“Good. If we’re both done gabbing, then, we need to pick up
the pace. The more distance we get, the better.”


He looked down at his feet. “Lead the way.”


“Oh,” she said, “that I do intend.”










 


Chapter
Four


Heat
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Toward the end of the day, after Isaac’s mind had long grown
numb with exhaustion, Zaria suggested they take cover in the shade of a dune.


He turned in her direction and slid down the sand as
carefully as he could, managing to get only a modest amount stuck in his boots.
By now, his makeshift shawl was soaking with sweat, most of his skin was burned
a bright, painful red, and there was a particularly aggravating welt on the top
of his forehead, which happened to be the exact width and size of Zaria’s
poleaxe. In general, his condition could be described as swollen, tender, and
already peeling. Despite all of this, the shade was an instant relief. It was
only marginally cooler than the scorching heat around them, but any amount of
coolness was more than welcome.


Once he had fully slid to the bottom, Isaac ripped off his
pack as fast as his tied hands could manage, digging through and tossing out
everything in the way. He wanted his rations. The pirate grub. It was the same
sort of nuts and dried meat and hardtack that he had been subsisting on for
most of his journey, but it was now present in much higher quantities, and he
was eager to indulge. He clawed his hands around a hunk of meat and gnawed it
with his teeth— it was pork, probably, and it tasted about as good as his
boots, but he continued to gnash at the colorless flesh until it was soggy and
torn enough to swallow.


“Xotra’s cunt,” Zaria said, sliding down next to him. “Never
thought I’d beat a lord for table manner.”


“Hungry,” Isaac managed to say.


“I gathered that, love.”


Isaac licked his lips, scooping up the obscene amounts of
salt, and began to smash a piece of hardtack with his fist. “Calories. A
calorie is a unit of energy, given by food. Magic requires energy. I casted
spells without catalysts. It depleted me.”


Zaria looked between him and the brick-like cracking of the
hardtack.


“You don’t know what those words mean,” he said.


“I mean, I got most of ‘em.”


Isaac felt a chunk of hardtack break between his teeth. “A catalyst
is a facilitator of energy transfer. It allows for exceptional efficiency in
spellcasting. Otherwise, I’m forced to use more of my own bodily energy for
less return, and the mnemonics can easily diminish my core reserves, leading to
respiratory spasms and the failure of organs.”


“Right,” Zaria said.


He looked at her. “You still don’t understand.”


“Well, don’t stop on my account.”


“It’s very simple,” he said, starting to work on the nuts.
“The scrolls I use—”


He stopped, feeling a surge of realization.


His scrolls.


During the battle with the pirate skimmer, he had dumped all
the scrolls in the sand, purely as an act of desperation. The ship had burned,
and he had fought through the rest of the pirates, and he had been completely
distracted by Zaria and her interrogations from then until now. When they had
left the ship behind. . . .


“Ivtarr preserve,” Isaac said, lurching to his feet. Several
nuts fell to the sand. “My scrolls.”


“What’s that, now?” Zaria asked.


“I left my scrolls at the ship.”


She tilted her head.


“You don’t understand,” Isaac said, beginning to trudge
through the sand. “I need those catalysts. Without the enhancement of my
anti-necrotic—”


A furry hand grabbed his wrist.


“I understand plenty,” Zaria said. “Sit down.”


“Without those scrolls—”


“You gonna walk all the way back? Now? In the dark?” She
gave a hard tug on his arm. “When I told you several times there’s pirates
lookin’ for us?”


Isaac blinked. “I—”


“Sit the fuck down.”


She pulled, and Isaac was flung back into the sand, landing
with a cough of sediment. He realized, all at once, that he had managed to
forget how strong she truly was. When she released his arm, he was only able to
blink up at the reddening sky.


“Sorry,” Zaria said. “But you shoulda told me so. We ain’t
gonna spend two full days walkin’ there and back. You’ll do without.”


Isaac grimaced, wanting to say more.


“Eat your food, squire.”


With a sigh, he returned to his rations, still ravenously
hungry. Beside him, Zaria unsheathed her poleaxe, shoving the spear tip deep
into the slope of sand. When it was firmly buried, she leaned back against the
haft and wiped her mohawk away from her eyes. Isaac focused on chewing another
strip of salt meat, washing it down with a gulp of hot water.


He could manage without the scrolls. It would not be easy,
of course, but, at the same time, he had already exhausted most of his supply,
anyway. The wyrms had seen to that. For now, he would
have to hope that he had enough rations to make up for the added exertion.


He would just have to be careful.


As he continued to eat, he could feel Zaria watching him
from the side. He almost didn’t care. In fact, as he chewed through another
strip of meat, Isaac’s thoughts drifted away from his present circumstances
entirely. He thought of food. Namely, he thought of the food he no longer had.
He remembered meals taken in the library. He pictured warm bread, hearty stews,
chicken and fish, garlic and cloves and butter. He remembered how, sometimes,
his uncle would join him in breaking his fast, bringing fresh milk and eggs
from the college larder. It was one of the few times Isaac had ever felt like a
nephew, rather than a disciple.


He stopped his chewing when he noticed movement.


Zaria was unwrapping her shawl, pulling it straight over her
head. For a moment, her face was obscured, and he could see her chest. Her
sleeveless vest was crossed by the few straps of her leather armor. Her spotted
fur poked up through the collar’s laces. Her arms were corded with muscle. She
filled out the undershirt with a widely curving back, likely attained from a
life spent swabbing decks, slinging rope, and hauling crates.


There was blood on her chest. It was fresh. He could track the
spots where they had tortured her, just by the weeping. They must be painful.


As he looked, he saw plenty of scars.


Her breasts—


“Does my squire wish something of his knight?”


Isaac jerked his head, like he was dodging a cane.


Slowly, Zaria adjusted the piece of torn cloth acting as her
brassiere, her eyes never leaving him. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed your
peeks, young lad.”


“Just . . . curious about your scars.”


“Got a funny way of showin’ it.”


“I don’t mean to pry.”


She leaned back against her poleaxe. “I’m an open book,
Isaac. Don’t you like to read?”


He ignored the remark. “How long should we rest?”


There was a pause behind him. He kept his gaze averted. He
wasn’t entirely sure how much of the heat on his face was blush or sunburn.


“Actually,” she said, “I think we should make camp.” The
area around them was a roughly square courtyard of dunes, like a natural
caldera of sand. The walls were high and tall. “We’re fairly sheltered. I
reckon it’s close enough to the tomb to scare any but the bravest sort from
pursuit, and that’s if they find our tracks at all.” There was another pause,
as if the idea was gaining traction. “It’s like to be twilight soon. What do
you say we slumber now, awake before dawn, and march to danger and fortune by
moonlight?”


Isaac made himself look at her. “Are you actually asking my
opinion?”


“If it agrees with mine, sure.”


“Well, it does. But I’ll try not to do it again.”


With his hunger mostly sated, Isaac reached into his pack
and pulled out a few phylacteries, along with a mortar and pestle. He mixed a
few ingredients—chamomile, rosehips, yarrow—and ground them together until the
poultice was a pale, even yellow. After adding a tiny amount of water, he
allowed the liniment to settle, and shortly after began to rub the solution
onto his burns and scrapes.


Through it all, he could feel Zaria watching him. She had
started on her own rations, which involved loudly
ripping into a hunk of salt meat. The sound was very distracting. As Isaac
nursed his reddened skin, facts from his encyclopedias rose into his mind.
Hyenas had one of the strongest bites of all zoanthropes. They could easily
shatter bone. The large carnassials at the back of their jaw provided leverage,
while the front canines both gored and crushed. Most
of all, he could remember the killing power he had felt as they clamped around
his throat—


“Squire,” Zaria said.


Isaac nearly dropped his mortar.


“Entertain your knight. She grows weary from travel.”


Isaac continued to rub his burns, focusing on the welt above
his brow. “Well, if she’s feeling troubled, maybe she should change her
direction? Perhaps she should turn away? March from the tomb? Seek lighter
burdens?”


She continued to chew her meat. “Is that cowardice I’m
hearing?”


“Clearly, it’s only concern for you.”


“Well,” Zaria said, “don’t you fret about me, good lad. I’ve
won more battles than a dwarf climbing stairs. I’ll keep my squire safe.”


“Of course,” Isaac said. “Surely that’s the way it’ll work.”


He sealed the remains of his poultice in an empty phial and
stuffed it in his pack. He doubted that he could assemble his tent on the loose
sand, so he leaned back into the slope of the dune, sinking in just enough to
be comfortable, and closed his eyes. For a moment, all he heard was a gentle
desert breeze. His aching muscles began to rest.


“Squire.”


His eyes shot open. “I am not your squire!”


She grinned around a pull of her waterskin. “You going to
list your titles again? Best fire-blowin’ wizard this
side of the continent?”


“Untie me, and I’ll give you a demonstration.”


“Oh, I bet you would.” She tossed the empty skin over her
shoulder. “Tell me about yourself, Isaac. Consider me curious.”


He wished greatly for sleep. “Why?”


“Well, maybe I consider fireballs flying from your hand to
be an interesting topic of discussion.” He heard the folding of her leather
armor, as if she were shifting position. It sounded as if she had moved closer.
“And you like to bluster much, even when tied and helpless, but I know there’s
a certain—what’s the word—timidness about you, which belies a lack of
experience. Like you’ve been shut up in a mage tower all your life, mistaking
book-learning for true knowledge.”


Isaac stared up at the sky, watching the sky grow so red it
was nearly black.


“You certainly peek at me like a shopboy.”


He clenched his jaw. “I suppose you won’t let me sleep if I
remain quiet.”


“Just so.” She shifted again. She was definitely moving
closer. “Please, if you would, enlighten me as to how baby Isaac became a man.”


Isaac spoke wearily. “I was raised by my uncle. I lived in
the tower granted to him by the local college of elements. I was educated in
elemental casting and necrotic counteraction, just like my father before me.
This is the first time I’ve ever travelled from my home.”


He listened to the whisper of the wind, remembering how it
sounded through his high bedroom window.


Zaria snorted. “You’re not gonna make me prompt every word,
are you?”


“I just might.”


“Oh, come now, squire. Don’t be a tease.”


“My day always started at dawn,” Isaac said. “If I was not
bathed and dressed before then, I was caned. Mornings were dedicated to
mnemonic practice. If I forgot a motion in all the complicated sequences, I was
caned. If repeatedly casting the spells left me too weak to stand, I was caned.
In the afternoon, I studied by candlelight in the cellar of the tower, reading
endless biographies of centuries-old sorcerers and their contribution to
magical knowledge. If I could not name one of these sorcerers and their
treatises upon demand, I was caned. Evenings were spent doing chores—copying
manuscripts, preparing lab equipment. I rarely spent any nights not nursing
both welts and fatigue.”


He licked a trace of salt from his lips.


“The only people I ever talked to, beside my uncle, were
experts he would bring to expand my curriculum. Without fail, they would
mention my father. They would say they’re sorry. He was a good man, and it’s a
shame what happened, and what a proper boy I was growing to be. They’d tell me
stories of the sorcerer he was. He had done many favors for all of them. Again,
without fail, they would tell me how closely I resembled him. The spitting
image.” Isaac paused. “One time, I told my hex instructor that, if he was so
dismayed about my father’s capture, he should aid in his rescue. The second he left, my uncle caned me until I couldn’t walk.”


He watched a cloud grow red at the edges.


“Where was your mother in all this?” Zaria asked.


“She died giving birth to me.”


The wind sprayed sand across his boots.


“Anyway,” Isaac said, “you were right. I never lacked for
hot meals. We had multiple servants. I was always warm. I always had a bed.
That’s more than many.”


“Is that all normal? The caning and such?”


“It’s not abnormal. Magic is complex. It’s very difficult to
learn. It requires strict discipline and years of practice.”


Zaria blew a raspberry. “There’s a difference between tough
love and mean spirit. Your uncle sounds like the latter.”


“Oh,” Isaac said, “he very much resented being my caretaker.
He would often tell me so. According to him, I was ungrateful for all the
sacrifices he made for me, all the work put into my lessons, the costs of food,
whatever he could name. He’d tell me the only reason my insolence hadn’t gotten
me kicked to the gutter was because of his debt to my father.” He was silent
for a moment. “I wouldn’t say he was evil. Sometimes, he would dine with me,
and I’d see a different side of him. He would joke. He told me bits of gossip
from the college and the wider Diet office. After my chores, I could read
whatever books I wished. When I earned my journeyman title, I remember looking
into the crowd and seeing him smile.”


For a moment, Isaac was lost in memory.


“You know that letter I have? The one with the seal?”


“Aye,” Zaria said.


“It was written by him. Mostly, it’s just a reminder of my
mission, a means of granting safe passage. But there’s this—” Isaac couldn’t
get the words out. “He wrote a line, towards the end. ‘Your father will be
proud of you.’”


He had read that line many, many times.


“Isaac,” Zaria said, and there was something different in
her voice. “I don’t mean this . . . ungently, but I’ve seen that sort before.
Pirates, mercenaries, soldiers—any band of rough men that’ll pick along kids as
it roams through the land. It’s abuse. You smack the lad often, insult every
effort he makes, but throw in a reward now and then, and he’ll love you. He’ll
try desperately to win your approval. He’ll think all the horror you put him
through is for a purpose, rather than just bein’ mean.”


“I don’t care for your opinion on my family,” Isaac said.
“You asked, and I answered. That’s all.”


There was a silence.


“So be it. Your business, in the end.” He heard her start to
chew on more meat. “If we’re changing the subject, then I feel obligated to
inquire something.”


“Yes?”


“You ever laid with a woman before?”


Isaac turned onto his side, facing away. “I’m going to sleep
now.”


“Hold a moment. I’m getting the little itchy notion that
you’ve not spoken the truth.”


“You think I’m lying?”


“No,” Zaria said. “I think someone’s lyin’ to you.”


He frowned. Slowly, he rolled back over. “How do you mean?”


She unfolded his map from a pocket and shifted over until
she was sitting next to him. She held the map out, and Isaac noted,
disdainfully, that it had acquired her musk. “You came up from the south,
correct? This way here?”


He studied the map. “More or less.”


“You say that like it don’t mean nothing.”


“Should it?”


She snorted in disbelief. “Where do you hail from, Isaac? Be
specific.”


He looked up at her. The scar across her nose was the same
dull pink as the sunset above, and her eyes were already reflecting the light
in the coming gloom.


“At this point,” she said, “do you think it’ll hurt to
tell?”


Isaac rolled his eyes. “The outskirts of Khador, close to
this river here.”


“That’s to the east. Quite far, actually.”


“I hope you’re getting to a point.”


“Isaac, why were you coming up from the south if your home
lies to the east?”


“My uncle told me to venture around the eastern portion of
the desert. He said there were vicious pirates around the alluvial washes.” He
looked at her. “Clearly, he was right.”


“You have no idea what lies to the south, do you?”


“I’m sure you’ll tell me.”


She jabbed a claw into the map. “These are spawning grounds
for the wyrms. Largest nursery this side of the continent. And, right now,
you’re telling me you strolled right through their fuck nest because you
thought it was the safest bloody option.”


He blinked, reexamining his path from home to present. “That
can’t be right—”


“Isaac, I don’t think you fully grasp things here. You are
the first person who has ever entered those dunes and not come out the other
side as a pile of shite. You did so on foot, no less. If word of
this feat ever hits the masses, your name will be remembered for centuries. I
mean, they’ll write songs about you.” 


Isaac stared at his map, feeling suddenly numb.


“Did you not suspect nothing?” Zaria asked. “Did none of
them fearsome creatures give you pause?”


“I—” He looked at his map
markers again, as if seeing them for the first time. “I was prepared for
adversity. The sorceress in the tomb could’ve been controlling the beasts, all
through some arcane talents. I wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t sending them
after me.” He let his head fall back into the sand. “It wasn’t heroic. I was
terrified. Nearly swallowed a dozen times over. I had to use most of my scrolls
just to keep them at bay.”


Zaria hummed. “Guess that explains why you were so eager to
spurt your load at any ship passin’ over yonder. I’d be twitchin’ mad, too.”


“I’m sure you’re very grateful for my intervention.”


“Oh, dearly indebted, love. But here’s the rub—your uncle
told you to walk through that nest, didn’t he? Showed you exactly where to go?”


“I mean . . . yes, but—”


“He also the one that packed your bag?”


Isaac almost reached for his pack. “Yes, he was.”


“So he’s the reason you were wandering around the desert
with barely any water, then? Told you to supp from a spring that had dried up
years prior, didn’t he?”


Isaac gazed up at the wine-dark sky, his mind racing.


“Here’s the thing, love,” Zaria said. “This may come as a
shock, but many pirates are freeloaders. Idle sinners.”


“Don’t break my heart like that.”


“Oh, yes—with great pain, I speak true. You got your lads
whose only interest in life is their next drink, their next fight, and their
next fuck, and usually in that order. Their patrols are sloppy, they’ll break
the face of the first bloke that looks at them funny, and they’re even more
like to kill innocent folk that don’t need killing. Dangerous
to be around, as I’m sure you’d agree. But as it
happens, the code of conduct prevents a simple throat-slittin’ from solving the
dilemma. You know what the solution is?”


“Enlighten me.”


“You send them on an errand they won’t come back from. A
scouting mission when the town guard’s all riled, or a rearguard they got no
hope of holdin’. It’s something—what’s the word—deniable. You know my meaning. If you ever get questioned by their mates, you
can say you did your best. Makes it look tragic rather than planned.”


A tense feeling crept into his chest.


“From all I’ve heard,” Zaria said, “I’m thinking your uncle
did that to you. Problem is, you managed to survive it.”


“No,” Isaac replied.


“Course, I ain’t ever met the man, but I would think,
surely, that a wizard such as him would know how to plan a proper march,
especially if this mission of yours was so important. And yet—”


“No,” Isaac said, more firmly. “My uncle did no such thing.”


“I understand these accusations might—”


“You understand nothing!” Isaac shot back up to sitting,
dragging a cloud of sand. “My uncle is a high-ranking member of the Diet of
Nine. He is a tenured instructor at the college of Khador. He is petitioning
for entrance into the Council of Heavens and well expected to receive it. He is
not some—some—some cutthroat stabbing a lazy thug in the back!
I am his kin!”


Zaria flicked an ear. “It’s like you said. He never wanted
you, resented the time and coin you stole, and his only obligation to your
livelihood was the debt of his brother.”


“He raised me! He took me off my mother’s corpse! He was
there for me when no one else in the world would bother!” 


“To me, it sounds like he beat you hand and foot.”


“The trials and lessons he put me through were for a
purpose! I wasn’t just some hostage for him to vent his anger!” Isaac attempted
to breathe. “Why would he spend decades raising me as a mage if he just wanted
to kill me without question?”


“Dunno,” Zaria said, shrugging. “But how do you explain the
wyrms and the water?”


With his hands tied, Isaac clenched one fist inside the
other. “I don’t have to explain anything to you.”


She held out a palm. “Easy, Isaac. I may not know your
business, but I know mine, and I know a setup when I see one. It looks wrong, is all. Might be you’d consider that, if you weren’t so
desperate for his approval.”


He noted the poleaxe at her back and the dagger at her hip.
Some reason returned to him, and he sat back. “Of course you’d think that way.
Some common pirate like you would assume the worst of everyone. We’re all just
trying to take advantage of each other, aren’t we?”


“Suppose you aim to prove me wrong.”


“No. Why should I? It’s exactly what you did. You dug
through my belongings and saw my map, thought you’d have a chance to get rich,
and threatened to leave me for dead if I didn’t lead you down to buried
treasure. You’re threatening my life’s mission just to line
your own pockets. I’d say you’re a perfect example of cutthroats the world
over.”


Her ears flattened against her skull. “I don’t have a
choice. Some of us don’t got the luxury for morals.”


“You could walk away with your life at any time. You are
choosing to do this.”


“I betrayed my crew! Do you know what pirates do to
traitors? They’ll flay my hide, and spill my guts, and tell all the onlookers
exactly what happens to them that kill their mates! Right now, half the
gods-damned ships in the region are combing the desert for yours truly, and if
they find me, they’ll end up throwing what’s left to the dogs!”


“Hide in a town, then. Try an honest profession.”


“You mean the towns that all got wanted posters with my
furry visage? All that waits for me in civilized society is a cot and piss
bucket in a dungeon. That’s what being an outlaw means, in case you weren’t
aware. It means if I got an army of thugs wants to kill me, then I have no
recourse but death, on their side or mine.”


Isaac shook his head. “None of that requires you to pillage
a tomb full of necromancy. You have no idea of the dangers that lurk in those
halls. It’s a fool’s errand, and you’re a fool for dreaming of it.”


“That make you a fool, too?”


“The difference is that I was trained for it. You were not.”


She breathed out through her teeth. “That gold ain’t just a
dream of mine. That gold is power. It’s peace of mind. It’s the only bloody
chance I got left to buy some measure of safety. It’s bribing a magistrate for
asylum, paying a smuggler to ship me off to sea, or just plain hiring enough
protection that I don’t got to look over my shoulder the rest of my life. If I
don’t find that treasure—if you don’t help me get it—then I’m
dead. No question, no chance.”


Isaac stared back at her, meeting a gaze that was lined with
teeth, scars, and fury.


“Now you listen to me, Isaac, and you listen well.”


“I will not submit—”


“Shut your fuckin’ mouth.”


The way she said it startled him. All at once, her voice was
rough and low, her teeth peeling into view, her eyes gleaming like coins. Her
hand settled on the pommel of her dagger.


Isaac tried not to panic.


“I’m sorry for doing this to you,” Zaria said. “Truly. If I
weren’t so desperate, then I’d have sent you on your way with no harm or
malice. For the record, I think highly of your mission. Despite your efforts,
I’m startin’ to think highly of you, too. And if my word means anything at all,
then I promise to honor our deal. I help you rescue your father, we split the
treasure, and say goodbye. I got no intentions, otherwise.”


She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. 


“Here’s how this will play out. Your hands will remain bound
until I can trust that you won’t blow me to cinders while my back is turned. If
a situation arises where your hands need to be unbound, then they will be so
with a dagger at your back, lest you try something stupid. I will be watching
sharp for any indication of treachery. And if I find any inclination of such—”


Before he could blink, she drew her dagger and pressed it to
his throat.


“I will not hesitate to end your life.”


Above, the sky had turned the color of blood.


“Do we understand each other?”


Isaac felt the edge of the blade as he swallowed. “I suppose
so.”


“Good.” Without removing her dagger, she reached into her
pack and pulled out a wheel of rope, tossing it into his lap. “Tie your ankles
to your wrists.”


“Why?”


“So you can’t slit my throat while I slumber.”


Isaac glanced down at the rope, rubbing it through his
fingers. “I, uh. . . .”


“What is it?”


“I. . . .”


“Spit it out,” she said, pressing the dagger close.


“I don’t know how to tie a knot.”


For a long moment, neither of them moved. 


All at once, Zaria burst into laughter, letting her dagger
arm fall to the sand. She tried to speak, managed a few breathless words, and
fell to cackling again. It echoed loudly across the dunes. “Of course you
don’t,” she said, still snickering. Her canines pressed against her snout in a
toothy grin. “I mean, why should you? Probably wipe your arse with magic
instead of leaves.”


Isaac couldn’t tell if he was embarrassed or relieved.


“Scoot your legs out. I’ll do it.”


She returned the dagger to her hip and began to tie several
knots into the rope, fast as a sailor. She formed two loops, fastening them
around his ankles. By the end, his legs were as bound as his arms, and both
were connected together by a single line of rope that ran along his torso. It
wasn’t tight enough to force him to bend, but he would certainly have trouble
doing anything other than flopping on his belly.


Zaria returned to her position on the slope. “Why do you
have to make me say things like that, Isaac? I was enjoying our talk.”


He tested the new range of his limbs. It was not very far.
“This is my fault, is it?”


“Oh, quite so, squire. Just so things are clear—if I weren’t
growing fond of you, I’d have you hogtied and spittled.”


“Ah,” Isaac said, calm as he could. “Well, then. I will
certainly . . . continue my charm.”


She gave him a smile that wasn’t entirely false. “I hope
so.” She nestled herself into the sand, folding her arms and closing her eyes.
“Well, good night. Don’t let the sandwyrms bite.”


Isaac watched her for several moments. “Is . . . that it?”


“What do you mean?” she asked, not opening her eyes.


“You just threatened me with a knife, and now you’re going
to sleep?”


“Sure.”


“. . . really?”


“Isaac,” she said. “For you, that might’ve been the first
time someone’s imperiled your life. For me, that was a standard greeting.”


He blinked a few times. He tested his restraints again. He
watched her chest rise and fall.


“Stop staring at my tits, by the way.”


He quickly lay down in the sand, trying to pull his
sweat-soaked shawl into a blanket. “Right, yes. So . . . goodnight?”


“Sweet dreams,” she replied.


Isaac felt his body sink into a shallow depression. By now,
the sand was pleasantly warm. The liniment had soothed his burns. For the first
time in nearly a week, he had slaked his thirst and calmed his hunger. Around
him, the dying light crawled its way up the dunes in rich shades of pink and
orange.


He watched the sky until the stars appeared. After a while,
Zaria began to snore. A short time later, exhaustion finally took hold, and he
fell into a dreamless sleep.
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