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      Crouched behind a clump of rusty bushes, Tharo stroked his sunken cheeks. Remembering the lies tattooed in white on his green-black skin—honor on the left cheek, truth on the right—he dropped his hand. In the evening light, beneath two marbled moons, red Ruis and white Neor, a traveler and his mule trod across the blushing dunes toward him. Tharo primed his crossbow with his last bolt and waited for them to draw closer.

      The weapon would serve to deter his victim from a fight he could not possibly win. Tharo needed the mule, but he had no desire to kill for it. In the distant highlands, his tattoos—the marks of an elite Warserk of the Kaplar Empire—would have cowed all but the most foolhardy into submission, but here in this foreign land, the crossbow proved to be a better threat.

      He winced as a hot, dusty breeze tickled his face and flapped the empty sling against his battered breastplate. Please, gods, halt this infernal wind before it wakes the princess! An eerie stillness immediately settled over the desert. A coincidence—that was all. Tharo’s gods had abandoned him long ago.

      “Eh eh eh.”

      He looked down at the little, green-black face peeping out of the dusty, red bundle of swaddling. The blue-green jadeite tear on her forehead gleamed in the evening light. “Shush, Drinith.”

      The baby whimpered. Any moment now, she would bawl.

      Holding the crossbow in one hand, Tharo waved at her. “Shush, please.” They needed the mule to evade the souldiviner hunting them, to drag out the pursuit a little longer. Sooner or later, their stalker and his henchmen would find them. Souldiviners always caught their prey.

      Drinith’s piercing wail reminded Tharo of her soother in his backpack. He bit his lip as he popped the dummy in her mouth. Mercifully, she took it. As she made contented sucking sounds, he eyed the lone traveler. The man continued at the same plodding pace toward them, apparently oblivious to her cry. He must be deaf or at least hard of hearing.

      Tharo released a shaky breath and wiped his slick forehead with the back of his hand. Why hadn’t he thought of the soother earlier? He had never spent much time around children. As a Warserk, he had forsworn family. As much as he had come to dote on Drinith, he hated being her guardian. He had never known fear before his emperor entrusted his daughter to him.

      The traveler’s dark skin had the blue tinge typical of lowlanders. Even in his loose garb, he must swelter in this heat. The fuzzy, white beard extending from his jawline coiled like a scroll. As he drew closer, Tharo could hear him mumbling grumpily to himself or perhaps the mule.

      Tharo tensed to pounce. He glanced again at Drinith. Suppose some predator lurking in the bushes attacked her while he dealt with the old man. No, it was best not to think of it. He couldn’t bring her with him. She mustn’t be implicated in this crime. It must be his shame alone. Taking a deep breath, he rose and plunged through the brush.

      The old man halted. The curiosity in his stare quickly turned to anger. “Bandit!” he yelled, waving a fist.

      “I want your beast,” Tharo said clearly and loudly, aiming the crossbow at him. “You can keep your goods.”

      “That’s kind of you,” the ancient muttered. “And how am I supposed to carry them to my village? By the time I get help from there, they’ll be gone.”

      Was Drinith crying again? Tharo glanced back at the bushes.

      The old man’s head nodded angrily. “I can tell by the green cast of your skin you’re a highlander. Nothing good ever comes from there—only thieving vagabonds.” His face creased with disgust. He spat his anger on the ground. “That’s what I think of highlanders. That’s what I think of robbers.”

      “Not every highlander is a criminal,” Tharo said.

      The old man snorted. “Says a thief.”

      The undeniable truth of his insult stung. However, Tharo couldn’t let the old fool have the last word. “You had better hope I don’t add murder to my crimes.”

      The old man’s blue eyes widened. “Take what you will and leave me in peace.”

      Holding the crossbow in one hand, Tharo drew his knife and approached the mule. The crossbow wobbled up and down as he cut the cord holding its cargo on its back, but at this range, it couldn’t miss its target. With a snap of the cord, the bags spilled onto the sand.

      Tharo slit his thumb against the edge of his knife before sheathing it. A Warserk’s knife must always taste blood once drawn.

      As he reached to free the reins from the old man’s grip, Tharo’s head tingled. No, not now! The prickle expanded into a gnawing buzz as though a thousand flies filled his brain. The souldiviner again attempted to locate him. The pain forced Tharo’s eyes shut. “Leave me be!”

      As the old man wrenched the crossbow from Tharo’s trembling hands, Tharo pulled the trigger. A punch to Tharo’s jaw sent him reeling backwards. The whack of the ground against the back of Tharo’s head severed the souldiviner’s connection. The silhouette of the crossbow rose like a scythe above him, then plummeted. As he rolled clear, it crunched against the ground.

      The lowlander fell upon him. Tharo’s struggle to suppress the reflex to kill paralyzed him momentarily under the onslaught of his fists. A single well-aimed punch knocked the old man senseless. Tharo shoved him off and scrambled to his feet. His attacker lay sprawled on the ground, groaning.

      “Stupid fool,” Tharo said. “You could have gotten yourself killed.” Blood smeared his hand as he rubbed the sting from his lower lip. He was the greater fool to hesitate when attacked. The old man could have killed him if he had been a better fighter. Tharo shook his head. Where were the combat instincts he had honed from the age of seven? Guilt had caused him to falter. He had always lived by his honor, but now it had become his enemy.

      He picked up his crossbow. The string had snapped, but worse, the stock had cracked, rendering the weapon useless. In frustration, he flung it away. He grabbed the mule by its reins and led it over to Drinith. Scooping her off the ground, he nestled her into her sling.

      He led the mule back to the old man and peered down at him. The lowlander winced as he sat up. Tharo shied from his contemptuous stare. Someday he would return here and make amends. Someday.

      “What’s your name?” Tharo asked.

      “Hetcham,” the old man said. The strain in his voice made Tharo examine him more closely. Blood covered the hand he pressed to his side. The crossbow bolt protruded between his fingers.

      No. “I never meant to harm you,” Tharo pleaded.

      Hetcham flopped back down onto the ground. Cradling Drinith, Tharo knelt beside his victim and checked for respiration. No breath tickled Tharo’s cheek as he placed it against the old man’s mouth. Hetcham was dead.

      “Damn you!” Tharo yelled, waving his fist at the sky, but his curse was not directed against the gods but their greatest servant. If the Oracle of Godsdoor had taken in the princess, Tharo wouldn’t have had to travel through this inhospitable desert, robbing and murdering old men. Terrified that the heathen invaders would raze his temple, the Oracle had refused Drinith sanctuary. By turning his back on the sole surviving heir of the Kaplar crown, he had damned more than Drinith. He had doomed his people to hopeless slavery under their new Javlohm overlords.
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