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      The country was vast, treeless, and red. As barren and broken as her life.

      Jagged hills rolled past like the spines of ancient beasts. The clay earth flowing beneath Lillian Thorne’s bare feet was studded with stones worn smooth, the only relic to indicate that there had once been water in this wasteland. The arcing contours made her foot bones ache, but it was a welcome relief from the miles of stabbing gravel that covered the path over the last ridge.

      With every step, she left ruby footprints behind. Her blood smeared over the dried blood and sticking sand of nameless faces marching in the line before her, blotting out their perfect tracks. Blood mixed with blood mixed with nothing. That’s what they were now. Nothing. Slaves. They were merely tools to be used and discarded once they no longer functioned.

      It wouldn’t be long until she fell from infection. She didn’t have Ribwort oil to cleanse her wounds. She had nothing. She was nothing. Trousers, chains, and sunburns were her only possessions. Even her hair, once luxurious, now framed her hollow cheeks, the strands all bent and broken.

      The chains never stopped tinkling with her every plodding step, threatening to drive her mad. Each slave was bound at the wrist with a pair of manacles joined at the middle to another length of chain binding their ankles. Each set of chains was bound to the man in front and the man behind, rendering fleeing on foot an impossibility. Every slave gang always had at least a pair of elders in the group. They were dead weight. The Tigerian race was far more intelligent than she thought.

      She loathed her enslavement and her Tigerian slavers. What she hated most was how her fetters prevented her from making a proper squat so streams of hot piss didn’t run down her legs, burning at her wounds. Then it would dry, and the odor was so foul it made her retch when the wind blew it back in her face. It felt as if everything in this world was against them.

      She’d been enslaved for well over six months by her estimate. It was difficult to keep an accurate account of time passing in one’s mind. She had lived well enough and was prepared to die, even welcomed the Shadow Realm’s warm embrace. Her expression on most days was a stoic smile, because the only thing she could control within the hell she’d found herself in was her countenance.

      A gale tore a curtain of sand from the trackless plains, whipping it over the marching men and producing groans of discontent. The sun was a relentless orb of hate, casting its rage upon the backs of the enslaved. Sweat trickled down the furrow of the muscular back marching in front of her. She watched the way his pinched scars fluctuated and twitched under slabs of leathery muscle. They were a map that only led to a grim future. It was a future that told of turning big stones into smaller stones, toiling over farms, or mining. If you were lucky, you’d become a Tigerian’s pleasure toy. At least then you could spend some time inside, out of the heat.

      Lillian raised her arms, her once porcelain skin raw and red with sunburn. The chains sang with the tireless clinking of metal on metal. She swept a length of obsidian hair out of her eyes and behind her ears, her hair brittle with sweat, dust, and sand. Her upper lip was a bit fuller than the bottom, both wilted and scabbed. The act of wearing her slight smile was painful, yet pleasing.

      No one spoke to her, and she spoke to no one. Every slave kept to themselves, deep down in their own personal forms of torture.

      One of their two captors circled the marching line, and Lillian watched him in her peripheral vision, never looking directly at him. She’d learned this mistake the hard way and had the scars to prove it. The price of disobeying their taskmasters was lash strikes to the back so hard they cut through flesh and rent muscle, only stopping at bones. Tigerians didn’t take defiance lightly, stomping the sparks of rebellion down before they became a fire.

      She had read much about the Tigerians before arriving on the realm, but books couldn’t prepare her for their cruelty. She knew they enslaved men, but she’d never guessed that she could possibly be captured. Her arrogance and pride had led her here. She’d been a fool.

      Lillian and Baylan Spear, her betrothed, were sent by the Arch Wizard of the Silver Tower to take the pulse of the Tigerian realm. Bezda Lightwalker, the Arch Wizard, said they were to observe only and act like they were slavers. “It would be a simple task,” Bezda said. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      Lillian balked at the idea of a human posing as a human slaver. “Could there be such men so brazen to enslave their own race?” she had asked. Nonetheless, Bezda insisted that there were such evils in the world and the gambit would work. As in all things, there was a hierarchy in the Silver Tower, and she was obliged to follow her leader’s orders.

      They left the realm of Zoria a little over seven months ago, spent weeks on the barnacled Warwick traversing the black waters of the Far Sea, only to be led into the arms of an awaiting band of slavers on the shores of Tigeria. They had been betrayed by Captain Derwood, a man whose loyalty to the Silver Tower apparently only went as far as the highest bidder for his cargo. They were bought and sold, their bodies exchanged like a commodity into the hands of countless slave masters. She no longer kept track of who owned them now. It didn’t matter.

      The waiting slavers shouldn’t have been a problem for Lillian, for she had been blessed with the Dragon god’s strength. There were two known gods in the world, the Dragon and the Phoenix. The Dragon granted women, and rarely men, the ability to conjure fire from the air, control the nature of the winds, call stone from the earth, and for those particularly blessed, summon lightning from a cloudless sky to strike down their enemies. The Phoenix granted men the ability to mend the most grievous of wounds, summon impenetrable shields of light, telekinesis, and for those of the most advanced blessings, teleportation through portals.

      The Tigerian slavers knew Lillian and Baylan hailed from the Silver Tower and guessed correctly that they could use magic. The Silver Tower was where the wizards of Zoria went to cultivate their talents with like-minded peers. To Tigerians, they were a rare form of human who would fetch a mighty sum of coin with the right auctioneer. Wizards were also a creature to be feared, maybe flayed once captured. The Tigerians had countermeasures prepared for their powers.

      Equalizer crystals were a forbidden artifact in the Silver Tower. They could nullify a wizard’s powers, rendering their strengths to that of mortal men untouched by the gods. Norms, the term wizards disdainfully used to describe mortals. They were supposed to have all been destroyed or lost, according to the Tower’s scholars. It seemed their knowledge had been severely lacking.

      She had reached for the Dragon, planning to turn the waiting slavers into pillars of ash. They’d laughed before slapping chains on her arms, legs, and neck, the locks clicking with a deadly finality. No.

      Baylan was sold into a separate slave gang, both screaming as they were torn from each other with tear glossed cheeks. She watched him fade away until he was a speck cresting a sand dune. Watched until there was nothing more to be watched.

      At first, she clung to life with the fire of revenge and the ever-fading love in her chest. She tried to keep her love bright, but it was invariably beaten out of her, spirits crushed under the crack of their master’s lashings. She had all but given up, fate accepted. Why she continued to live was still a mystery. She came to the grim realization that she would never see Baylan again.

      She gazed down at the Equalizer crystal, suspended from a heavy chain from the iron collar around her throat. The Equalizer pulsed with a pinkish glow as she tried to reach for the Dragon but found only an impenetrable wall of glass blocking her from its power, always just out of reach like a lover’s grasp. She stopped trying, and the crystal once again became colorless, resting between the valley of her firm breasts.

      She peered down at her bare breasts, trying to remember how much larger they had been before her body started cannibalizing what little fat stores remained on her figure. She couldn’t remember. Her mind was muddled from the ravages of malnutrition and crippling exhaustion. She thought they were nice once. She watched as a strip of dried skin peeled off the edge of her right breast, flitting away in another stinging gust. She ran her tongue along her mouth, searching for some vestige of moisture, dragging at her inner cheeks, her mouth always filled with the tang of her bleeding gums.

      Toshi, one of their two captors, swayed from the back of his Tougere mount. Tigerians had humanoid bodies, although that was about where their similarities started and ended. Their feline heads possessed the features of a cat, eyes gleaming and wide as saucers, teeth like razors. Their lithe bodies were covered in pelts in every pattern from spotted blacks to striped browns. They were typically shorter than men, but a few towered over them. Their hands and feet resembled those of men, but where men had blunted nails, they had pointed talons. The facet of cats they most seemed to embody was their pitiless cruelty.

      She watched him watching her from under the slits of a swathe of hair that had fallen over her brow. There was no way he could’ve known she was watching him, but to be safe, she quickly averted her eyes.

      More fearsome than the Tigerians themselves were their Tougere mounts. Much like mountain lions found in the Mountains of Misery from her home in Zoria, they were ten times as large. They were more than sturdy enough for a man to ride, their heads as big as a boulder with enough crushing power to hew a man into halves. She only knew this because it’d happened to a disobedient captive. From their mouths emerged pairs of canines as long and sharp as short swords, and from their enormous paws were talons keen enough to disembowel a man with a single swipe. She’d seen this too.

      Toshi’s pelt was jet black with a few smears of white as if someone had inverted a cup of cream over his head. He wore a burnished breastplate that he polished every night, though dented and marred with the signs of hard use. Along his waist, ornamented pairs of scimitars bounced against the edge of his saddle. To Lillian’s relief, they padded away, every step of the Tougere thumping at the earth. The beasts dwarfed horses in weight and power, though their legs were bred to be squat, making them easy to mount for Tigerians.

      Leading the gang was Taji, his coat the pattern of a tabby cat, his Tougere mirroring his coat such that at times they appeared one and the same. He preferred the spear and shield, both resting across the back of his saddle. Curled among them was his lash, mostly used not as a weapon but as punishment for malingers.

      The glint of sun off steel filled Lillian with longing. All she wanted was a comb to straighten her mess of hair and a knife to slit her throat. Was that too much to ask? The masters knew that slaves were prone to suicide, so they were searched twice a day for makeshift weapons. They couldn’t sell the dead.

      Night fell, and with it, bone chilling cold. The path became a forest of dead trees, all bark and leaves stripped away, leaving only ivory skeletons behind. This land had been different once, in a different time. They marched onward, huddled under threadbare blankets providing just enough warmth to keep them alive. A woman fell from the cold one too many times, halting the gang as she staggered into the nameless face in front of her. The man grunted with annoyance, jabbing an elbow into her ribs.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, the hoarse word barely audible.

      The man replied in Tigerian, a harsh-tongued language in which she was only starting to glean words and phrases. “Careful,” he said. His hair was curly and an oily black, cascading down his bony shoulders.

      With the halting of the gang came blessed silence. For a moment, the chains didn’t jingle. She smiled the broadest of smiles.

      Toshi dismounted with a growl, setting his golden eyes at the back of the line. Lillian’s moment of happiness came to an abrupt halt, and she stared down at her feet, eying her toes, white with cold. She knew what fate would befall this unfortunate soul. She didn’t have to look.

      Toshi’s sword slipped from its sheath with a murderous ring. The mirror bright finish passed under the edge of her vision, reflecting a sliver of the grinning moon. It reminded her that there was still a world beyond tinkling chains. His paws scraped at the earth, toenails clacking on stones. The sound of metal chopping into bone was followed by the woman’s gut twisting shriek. Toshi continued chopping, first through her wrists and then through her ankles, and finally her neck.

      It was apparently more efficient than simply unlocking their manacles. Or perhaps Toshi simply enjoyed this method of killing. She would become tonight’s stew, and one did not resist what little food you were given. If you did, you were force fed. Lillian had learned this the hard way too.

      There was a time when she resisted consuming the flesh of her fellow men. Even that was brutally squashed down. She remembered her mouth being pried apart and throat squeezed by fur lined hands. Her eyes were hot with tears of resistance, but spoonfuls of human stew were shoved down her gullet as they massaged her throat, forcing her to swallow. The punishment for vomiting was steep. It was difficult to sell slaves on the verge of death.

      The dead woman’s manacles were stowed in a saddlebag, and her body strapped to the Tougere’s rump. Blood trailed from her wounds, streaking its hind legs and matting in its fur. Lillian lifted her eyes to regard the woman’s face, then was grimly reminded she’d been beheaded. Her dead torso twitched. Lillian distantly wondered which part of her she would be forced to eat. The poor woman seemed to have a fair amount of fat on her buttocks and legs.

      Lillian’s throat worked in tremulous waves, jerking her head away before her guts betrayed her. She focused on the trees on the side of the path, noticing their limbs were coated in a thin layer of ice, the weight of it making them bow. She let out a long-controlled breath, mastering her body if not her mind.

      Taji growled and waved his paw for them to continue. “March,” he grunted in Common.

      Their chains rattled to life, stabbing at her ears with renewed ferocity. Everywhere she went, chains jingled. Even in her sleep, she heard their rattle, a constant reminder of her captivity. When a man shifted by the campfire, they whispered of new tortures. They were always jingling.

      Lillian waited for them to stop, but they took no rest that night. It was unusual and sharpened her senses from the stupor of endless marching. They must be behind schedule, or perhaps drawing closer to their next destination. Lanterns sputtered from poles clutched in Toshi and Taji’s hands, gently creaking as they swung. Toshi padded alongside the main body of the slave gang while Taji, as usual, led from the front.

      The sun crested the horizon, showing the sinuous path winding among the dead trees. Their white skins became the colors of fire as the sun started to warm her cheeks. Their shadows stretched out like demon’s claws, raking at the scorched ground as they searched for lost souls to ensnare.

      Something approached from the north. It was a black smudge at first, materializing into what she guessed was a wagon. Then came the gentle creak of wheels spinning on greased axles, confirming her suspicion. A pair of lanterns burned at its corners, illuminating a human driver who used a horse to pull her carriage, which was strange. Strangest of all was that the driver appeared to be female. Lillian wrinkled her brow and found herself giving a nervous swallow. She turned to look back down the line of captives, seeing everyone else shuffling their feet and licking sunburned lips. A few even met her eyes for the first time.

      Mutters passed over the group, some wondering if this intruder would be their new master. Was there anything more despicable that one willing to enslave their own race for coin? Lillian thought not.

      Toshi drew up from their flank and joined Taji at the front to welcome the wagon, or perhaps, slay its owner. The Tougeres’ fat tails lashed at the earth as they were made to halt, waiting for the carriage to arrive. One of them let out a rumbling growl, its triangular ears twitching at the echoing sound of stones crunching under wheels and hooves clopping at the earth.

      Taji drew his barbed spear and laid it across his lap while Toshi placed his hands on his ornamented sword hilts. It all looked perfectly natural with a sprinkle of caution, the way anyone would greet a stranger on the road. She wanted to tell the unsuspecting traveler that they were killers. Taking another man’s life meant nothing to them. One wrong word and the driver’s blood would meet the dry earth.

      A woman traveling alone in this Dragon forsaken country. How had she survived this long without managing to become enslaved or worse? She had to be a slaver, Lillian reasoned.

      “Hello there!” the driver called, voice filled with hearty mirth. She gave an eager wave, slowing her carriage to stop about twenty paces away. A genuine smile spread up her face. The expression seemed so foreign. She stood in her chair and gave a slight bow, though never lifting her eyes from the Tigerians.

      She was stunningly beautiful. And clean. So wonderfully clean. There were few times when Lillian had felt even a measure of attraction for another woman, and this was one of them.

      The traveler’s eyes were a hard gray, set in a narrow face above a small nose and full lips. Her hair was a silky black with silver highlights that spilled over a jet-black corset trimmed with violent reds. Not very practical attire for the road, more appropriate for the bedroom. Lillian’s eyes traced down between her full breasts and to her hips, eyes locking onto a sheathed long sword with an ornamented guard. No ordinary traveler. What was her play?

      Her arms were latticed in an intricate opalescent armor that had to be Milvorian steel, the only metal capable of withstanding the onslaught of Dragon fire without melting. Shrouding her hands were gauntlets perfectly forged to their shape as if her hands had been used as a mold, the fingers tipped with talons that appeared very functional. Lillian’s eyes drifted to her legs, lingering between them, then stopping at rings of throwing daggers wrapped around her thighs. From her mid-thighs to her feet was a swirling line of Milvorian steel wrapping them in a protective shell. A Tower assassin? Perhaps a Scorpion from the far reaches of Zoria?

      “How does the road treat you?” the traveler asked in Common, gesturing while she beamed. She dropped the reins and vaulted over the edge of her cart, landing with a deft thump.

      The Tougeres raised their hackles, dropped low to pounce as a faint growled rumbled from their chests. Taji hefted his spear under his arm, directing it at her. Toshi followed his lead, half-drawing a scimitar from its scabbard.

      “Who are you?” Taji asked brusquely, like every word that emerged from his cat-mouth.

      The traveler raised her hands in a show of innocence, metallic talons gleaming in the fire of the rising sun. “Please, please, sirs. I come in peace. Your weapons offend my good tastes. Is this how you greet a fellow traveler?”

      Taji leaned forward in his saddle, peering into the traveler’s eyes for a long minute.

      She inclined her head and bobbed her eyebrows, never once breaking from his stare. Taji let out a satisfied grunt and leaned back in his saddle.

      The traveler came forward, lowering her hands to rest easily at her sides. The closer she came, the wealthier she appeared, her clothing and armor possessing layers upon layers of fine textures. The slaves huddled together at Lillian’s back, in fear or for warmth, she couldn’t be certain.

      “My name is Brenna, and this is Stanley,” she said, turning back to gesture at her horse who pawed at the ground in response to his name. His almond coat featured a luxurious cream colored mane that had been braided and tied off with intricate knots at the end. Who was this woman?

      “And you are?” She offered her hand to the Tigerians, neither of them taking it, regarding her with deadly stares. A Tougere snorted out a breath, torso flexing like a smith’s bellows. “Very well, I see formalities and pleasantries are beyond you, so I shall cut straight to business. I seek a pair of Tigerian slavers who are known as the Taki brothers. Do you perhaps know where I can find them?”

      The Tigerians drew their mounts a bit farther apart, creating a space between them in what might be the start of a pincer attack.

      “I know not of these brothers,” Taji said, each word coming out in a strained effort.

      “That is rather unfortunate,” Brenna said, boldly sweeping between the space they created. Her gaze flicked from each of their faces as she passed. “I am told they are moving a slave I seek to purchase. They were coming from the Golden Hill estate, not too far from here, I think.” She lifted the chin of the first slave in the gang, peering into his eyes, then turning his jaw to inspect his face like he was merely horseflesh. “Do you mind if I have a look?” She didn’t wait for an answer, moving on to the skeletal woman chained behind him.

      “These slaves are not for sale,” Toshi rumbled, his voice laced with threat.

      Brenna stopped, dropping her metallic hand from the second slave’s jaw and turned to look at him. “Well, everyone has their price, and I have no shortage of marks. May I?”

      Toshi opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, Taji answered with a nod and gestured for her to go on.

      “Thank you, you are most kind,” she said with a pleased smile. Brenna made her way farther up the line, whispering questions to each slave that Lillian couldn’t hear.

      Brenna approached Lillian, finely manicured eyebrows arching up as she met her eyes. Her eyes were large, swimming with grays and flecked with bits of scarlet. They might have been kind had they not been on a slaver.

      Lillian found her jaw involuntarily flexing, fists balling tight as she took every measure of her self-control to avoid reaching for the Dragon. She crossed her arms and drew her blanket tight against her lithe form.

      Brenna brought her face within inches of Lillian’s, inspecting her. Brenna’s skin was flawless and without a single smear of dirt. She smelled sweet, like cinnamon and vanilla. “Calm, I mean you no harm,” Brenna whispered, voice raspy.

      Lillian noticed how foul she smelled next to her, the strong tang of weeks old urine wafting up from her nether regions. She didn’t want to remember how long it had been since her last bath. Back in the Tower, she bathed every day. She smelled good then. She would spend an hour combing her long hair and pinning it back with a diadem. But now she was a stinking slave.

      “Human slavers,” Lillian growled, then spat on her boots. It was a waste of precious water and would likely earn her a few lashes from Taji’s whip. It was worth it.

      Brenna peered down at her boot and scoffed. She slowly raised her hand and grasped Lillian under the jaw, the metal on her palm cold as ice, making her skin prickle. The metal of it was certainly Milvorian steel. “Are you Lillian Thorne?” she breathed.

      Surprise betrayed her, and her eyes opened wide before she could control them. “Maybe,” Lillian grunted.

      “For the sake of your freedom, it is critical that you speak the truth,” Brenna said, turning Lillian’s head to expose her ear and speak into it.

      Lillian pulled away and glowered at her. She sucked snot from her sinuses and into the back of her throat, preparing a nasty glob of spit for this scoundrel.

      “I’ll ask one more time. Are you Lillian Thorne?”

      “Yes,” Lillian hissed.

      “Do you know the Kuro brothers?”

      An opportunity? She gave a few quick nods, suppressing a shudder. They were her former taskmasters on the Golden Hill estate. Why did she want to know? She and Baylan were together for a brief time there, before she was once again torn away before she could say goodbye. It was one of many times where she was sold to a new master. Perhaps there was a chance to return to Baylan with this slaver.

      “What are you doing?” Toshi growled from the front. Brenna turned to give him an appeasing smile and a raised index finger, dropping it when she turned back to Lillian.

      “Can you tell me what they look like?” Brenna whispered, eyes peering deep into hers.

      Lillian nodded again, biting her inner cheeks to prevent herself from screaming. She could never forget the bastards.

      “Tell me,” Brenna prompted.

      Lillian stammered, her throat dry and unfamiliar with this much use. “The youngest is missing his middle finger, the oldest has a long scar over his right eye, the middle one… an arrogant shit.”

      The corners of Brenna’s lips rose in a gleeful smile. “I have searched long for you.”

      Toshi was padding up the line on his mount, sword whispering from its sheath to hang loosely from his hand. He stopped a pace from Brenna. “Tell you. These not for purchase.”

      Brenna’s hand was like lightning, sword ripping from its sheath and slicing across Toshi’s neck with a wet click. Blood poured in a wave from his throat, spilling on the Tougere’s head. In one continuous motion, her sword traveled onward like an artist’s brush, finding home in the Tougere’s gaping mouth and out the bottom of its throat. She withdrew her sword from its maw before its bear-trap mouth could slam shut.

      Slaves yelped and gasped, shuffling back as far as their fetters would allow.

      Toshi tumbled from the saddle, hands uselessly trying to staunch the flow of red from his throat. His Tougere slumped down onto its face, haunches raised into the air, fat tail smashing at the dirt.

      “Toshi!” Taji roared and charged. Lillian felt the roar of his Tougere rattling through her teeth.

      Brenna smiled and jabbed her sword into the earth, hands blurring to her legs, throwing daggers flashing in the morning light. One took the Tougere in the eye, the other passing through Taji’s neck like it was made of paper. Taji let out a screaming gurgle and flopped backward from his saddle as his Tougere bucked him off.

      The poor animal tried to paw the dagger free, but only managed to drive it further through its eye. Brenna tugged her sword from the earth and strode over to the Tougere, letting the blade’s tip trail a line in the dirt. She raised it high, hilt held in both hands, and slammed it mercifully down through the back of its thick neck. The Tougere let out a parting sigh as if it had finally found relief.

      Taji writhed on the ground, screeching and whimpering, hand clutching at his throat. It was a testament to his fortitude that he still lived.

      Brenna squatted down, looking him over. “I’m sorry for killing your Tougere. I didn’t want to hurt him, but you left me with no choice because you made him attack me. That was unwise, though your action was predictable.” She reached under Taji and retrieved her dagger which had apparently been pinned under his neck and placed it back in one of the two empty sheaths on her thighs.

      Taji tried to curse at her, blood bubbling out between his fingers.

      Brenna shook her head. “I can’t hear you. I’m afraid you’ll have to say it a bit louder and clearer.”

      Taji’s eyes narrowed with rage, words coming out in a flurry of angry gurgles.

      Brenna rose to her full height and pointed a scolding finger at him. “Now, will you stay quiet this time while I question your captive?”

      Taji rolled onto his side and blood spurted from his wound. She fished something small and metallic from Taji’s pocket and gave it a toss. It reflected the sun with a flash before she caught it again. Brenna sighed, then retrieved both her sword and her other throwing dagger from the Tougere’s eye after managing to pry it out with another.

      She marched back to Lillian, giving her a helpless shrug. Slaves stared at her with opened-mouthed wonderment. “Sorry about the interruption. Now, where were we?”

      Lillian’s mouth hung open. Was this a dream? Was this real? She almost thought to pinch herself.

      “Oh. I bet you’ll be pleased to see this!” Brenna chuckled and held up a key.

      “I—” Lillian’s breath caught as Brenna fell into a deep squat, removing the lock at her ankles, then rising up to remove the lock about her wrists. “Th-thank you. Why are you doing this? Why help me?”

      “I need you,” Brenna said flatly, her expression soft and welcoming.

      “My collar too?” Lillian asked, rubbing her wrists, the anticipation of once again seizing the Dragon almost too much to bear.

      Brenna arched an amused eyebrow at her and placed her hands on her hips. “Trust must be earned. For now, we’ll leave that on.” She gave Lillian a pat on the shoulder, her touch frozen. “Don’t want you burning me to cinders in a moment of rashness.”

      That was fair. Reasonable. Wasn’t it? It was the least she could do to appease her rescuer. But was this a rescue or was she falling into the hands of a new master? Possibilities raced through her mind. Freedom or imprisonment?

      Brenna unlocked the shackles of the man behind her, then handed him the key. The freed slave openly cried as he started working the locks off his brethren, muttering his thanks.

      She returned to Lillian, who shook out her legs. She grinned at the ability to once again move how she pleased after the chains horribly restricted her mobility. Her legs tingled. Where the shackles had wrapped about her ankles and wrists, the skin was red with weeping scabs from the sand that had wedged itself under the metal, every step scraping away minuscule layers of her flesh.

      “Feeling better?” Brenna asked.

      Lillian nodded, licking her stinging lips.

      Brenna narrowed her eyes. “I just need to confirm that you’re certain you can identify the Kuro brothers?”

      “I can do that,” Lillian said, meeting her eyes.

      “Wonderful.” Brenna grinned. “There is just one more thing to do then.”

      Taji groaned, scraping at the ground with one arm to drag his body towards his discarded spear, the other pressed tight against his neck. Her knife must’ve missed his carotid arteries. He was either incredibly lucky, or Brenna deadly accurate. Lillian guessed the latter.

      “You can have those if you want,” Brenna pointed with a taloned finger at the corpse of Toshi, assuming she meant the blades. “Anything on him too. I have some clothing you can wear that should fit.” She looked her up and down. “We’re about the same size, it seems. How fortuitous.”

      Lillian pressed her lips into a line. “Very well. Thank you, Brenna. I don’t know how I can repay you,” Lillian said, shaking her head with a swallow.

      “You shall soon find out.” Brenna turned to regard Taji, twisting her neck and producing a crack.

      Brenna slowly walked back to Toshi with a lofty gait. Her luxurious hair rose up like a flag in the wind. She reached behind her back and withdrew a notebook from under her belt and began writing. A moment or so later, she lowered the opened journal toward the choking Taji. “I just need you to sign this bill of sale for the slave called Lillian Thorne. Once you’ve signed, we’ll be on our merry way.”

      Taji gurgled a curse, fingers wriggling for his spear merely inches away.

      “No, no. I have to credit you for your persistence,” she said, kicking the spear away. “Sign here, and I’ll leave you be.” Brenna jabbed a quill into his hand and held the notebook near his face, pointing at a spot. He slightly lifted himself and managed to sign it, furry fingers trembling as they pressed into the quill.

      “Thank you,” Brenna said with a satisfied nod, stowing her notebook and quill under her belt at her back, then tugging down her corset to hide it.

      Lillian watched all of this while going through Toshi’s corpse, slipping on his sword belt and jerking the buckle tight. It felt good to be armed again. He had dried meat, an adequate pouch of marks, a hunting knife, and most importantly, boots. They, of course, wouldn’t fit, but her feet would heal with their protection.

      Brenna scowled and reached into a bulging pouch on the hip opposite of her sword. She tossed a handful of glittering marks on top of Taji’s wheezing chest, most of them rolling from it and forming a mound of gems in the dirt. “A pleasure doing business with you.”

      Brenna strode to the front of the now unshackled gang, who now huddled together, casting her with furtive glances. Lillian pitied them all, postures sagging under the weight of so many beatings. She would never be like them. If she died a slave, she would die proud and on her feet, spitting into the face of her captor. How quick your tone changes, her thoughts scolded.

      “The way I see it, you have two choices.” Brenna clapped her hands and started brushing off imaginary dirt. “You could try to carry him to the nearest village, about eleven miles east and hope the governor doesn’t blame you for his wounds. Or kill him, take what remains of their weapons, clothing, marks, and food, then flee to the far north where Tigerians dare not tread, long past the Dread Temple.”

      Lillian blinked. Where would Brenna take her?

      The former slaves wasted no time, circling Taji and stomping him to death under their bloodied and battered feet. “Mercy!” Taji wailed in Common, the one word discernible.

      No mercy came.
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      Lillian and Brenna arrived in Varim by late afternoon, the sun high and searing. The village was small, maybe twenty buildings huddled among the vast wasteland of sand and scrub. The buildings were narrow and well constructed. They were made of thick planks whose lacquer had long been stripped away in the ravages of wind-blown sand. It appeared to be a vibrant beacon, drawing travelers in on worn roads that forked out from its central artery.

      They sat side by side in the seat of Brenna’s cart, entering under an archway fashioned of whitewashed bones with a Tougere’s skull for a keystone. The cart rumbled down the central road where buildings flanked them on either side. It was so strange to sit on a carriage instead of marching with the downtrodden. Lillian had hardly been a slave for a half-year, but it felt like a lifetime.

      They rode mostly in silence, exchanging only a handful of words. Lillian was grateful for it. She needed time to process the change, and Brenna didn’t seem eager for conversation.

      The long stretches of quiet made Lillian starkly aware of the weight of her collar, seeming to become heavier by the hour. Still a slave, but Brenna was no slave master. She was something else. But what? Her best guess was that she was an outlaw, a bandit. What did she want with the Kuro brothers? Did they have a sordid past? A personal vendetta? She wondered what she would have to do to get the last of her fetters removed.

      Brenna’s cart was smooth wood polished to a glistening black that told of unseen wealth. Its sides were as flawless as her skin. The inside held mainly supplies for the road, tools for maintaining the cart, an adequate store of water jugs, and a small bed that could be folded down from the wall. The bed was wrapped in burgundy silk and stuffed with feathers. Lillian found a kindred spirit in her bold style.

      She plucked at the scarlet shirt she wore, Brenna’s shirt. The collar was stiff with starch and trimmed in gold, the neck plunging down between what remained of her breasts. Her pants were loose about her hips, made of a soft leather that simultaneously felt tough enough to withstand a blade’s graze. She’d discarded Toshi’s boots for Brenna’s extra pair that reached her knees.

      No one treated a slave like this. What was the ruse? She had to know enslaving a wizard was a risky gambit if the Tower were to discover it. Bezda Lightwalker, the Arch Wizard, did not take kindly to slavers.

      The locals were going about their day’s activities. A Tigerian female tossed a bucket of soiled water out her window. She gaped at them with unabashed astonishment, her once sharp teeth worn down to nubs.

      Ahead of them, a cart drawn by an enormous golden haired Tougere pulled over before a shop’s awning. Lillian watched as the Tigerian driver cocked his head at them in the midst of lighting a pipe. A bit of tobacco spilled onto his shirt’s filigreed collar.

      There was a squat building with a carved sign in swirling script that read Tougerery. A male Tigerian stroked a Tougere in a stable, slowly looking up to regard them. His feline ears twiddled with surprise, hand freezing mid-brush stroke. A silver-haired Tigerian was rocking on a chair under the shade of a cured Tougere skin, ceasing as he laid eyes on them. He pushed himself out of his chair with trembling arms and gave them a dark stare as their cart trundled on.

      Brenna inclined her head at each and every feline face, giving them all her winning smile. It was as if she was wholly unaware of their disdainful reactions.

      A Tigerian child leaned over a second-floor balcony, big eyes wide and gleaming like golden coins. Lillian smiled up at the child who leaped back into the confines of his home as if struck. On the first level was an apothecary, the sign carved with the image of a leafed herb whose name she didn’t know. Baylan would’ve known, she thought with a forlorn smile. She wound her fingers under the seat, squeezing its perfectly sanded curve.

      This is just asking for trouble. Asking for the whole of the damned village to come down on us. Lillian left her thoughts unspoken, but perhaps something showed on her face.

      “Something concerns you,” Brenna stated without a hint of question. Lillian stole a glance at her and saw Brenna’s gaze was fixed on the narrow road ahead.

      “No.” Lillian spat over the edge of the cart. Too quick, too sharp.

      A slow smile slid along Brenna’s mouth. “Of course not.”

      They passed a bank, the only structure whose walls were made of granite blocks, each four feet thick. The moneychanger wore a tailored suit, doling out marks from behind a counter to an eager customer. The banker pointed, and the pair dashed to the window, pushing aside parted shutters to stare at them.

      “Maybe.” Lillian cleared her throat, watching the gaping pair at the bank. “Why are they looking at us like that?” A herd of ten or so goats was ushered across the road by a Tigerian in a threadbare robe, too busy to notice the women.

      “Two things,” Brenna said dropping the reins to raise two taloned fingers. “We are human, and we are women. I am unchained and you, my dearest slave, aren’t walking. These are all very strange things in Tigeria. Please tell me you know this.” She arched a perfectly manicured eyebrow at her.

      Lillian let a long breath hiss through her lips, pulse thumping at her temples. “Of course I know—”

      “Good. I don’t need a slave with an empty skull.” Brenna laughed and patted Lillian on the leg.

      Lillian twisted in her seat to regard Brenna, searching for what she knew she was missing. “You’re very odd. You call me your slave, yet you let me carry blades.” Lillian frowned, hands falling to the hilts on either hip. “You give me weapons, yet limit my potential. What makes you think I won’t run you through when your back is turned?”

      “In due time, hush now,” Brenna said from the side of her mouth, waving and yelling a greeting in Tigerian to another scowling feline face. “Be patient. Answers are forthcoming. And here we are.” Brenna tugged on the reins and brought Stanley to a stop before a tavern. A cloud of dust filled the air behind them and spiraled up over the shake roofs. “Are you thirsty? I need to wet my parched throat.” She snickered, then tightened the clasp on her sword belt. She pulled her boots up tight, then pressed the few throwing daggers that had started to inch up from their sheathes back in.

      “Suppose a drink would be nice,” Lillian mumbled. The tavern had a small rectangular sign hanging from the edge of a batwing door with a red slash across it, indicating that it was closed for business. Lillian squinted through the opaque windows and thought she saw a shape moving within.

      She caught sight of her reflection, filling her with disgust. She knew she needed a bath, but this was far worse than she’d expected. She’d lost so much weight. She looked down at her arms and saw for the first time how much her body had changed. Her skin was tight as a drum, forearm muscle striations plainly visible. She became aware of how her sit bones ached without any fat to cushion them, how her shoulders were narrow and sharp under Brenna’s shirt. Her hair was a knotted mess, lips cracked like the scorched earth, cheeks flaking with burned skin. She was a walking corpse.

      “You coming?” Brenna called. She stopped, staring up at her, one boot raised on the first of the few stairs leading to the tavern’s doors. Brenna looked so healthy, skin glowing with a smile that sang of life.

      “Mhm.” Lillian gave her a half-smile and thought to vault over the edge of the carriage like Brenna, but then thought better of it. She didn’t have the muscle mass she once had, making a bone break or sprained joint more likely. She lowered herself over the edge, hitting the ground with a thump. She followed Brenna as she pushed through the creaking batwing doors.

      Patience, she admonished herself.

      The tavern’s floor was coated in a thin layer sand showing a single track of feline footprints. The room was square and dark despite the brightness outside. The back corners were hooded in shadows. Not a single of the many lanterns along the walls were burning. If Lillian could use a sliver of the Dragon, she could’ve lit them all with a snap of her fingers.

      Brenna came to a halt in the middle of the room and placed a hand on a hip, staring up at an oblivious Tigerian male wearing a spotless apron. He stood on a footstool, scrubbing at a charred lantern with a soiled cloth, humming. He paused to adjust his spectacles. He cleared his throat and continued scrubbing and humming a pleasant tune.

      Brenna cleared her throat.

      The Tigerian let out a screech of surprise, stumbling off his stool and smacking his head on a low-hanging rafter. “Yow!” he cried, recovering his footing before falling onto his back. He looked down, rubbing the back of his head, and dropping his cloth. His ears violently twitched as he let out a series of curses in Tigerian, the tongue harsh in Lillian’s ears. The bartender finally looked up at them and shouted a series of curses in his native language, gesturing for them to leave.

      “We’re paying customers. Won’t you serve us a drink?” Brenna asked in Common.

      “No! No humies!” The Tigerian shuffled his way around them, pressing himself flat against the farthest wall. “Know you not welcome in Varim.” He dashed through the batwing doors, squealing as they flapped. He was a blur of fur as he ran past the windows, arms flailing, long cat-like tail whipping.

      “It appears we will have to serve ourselves,” Brenna said, bobbing her eyebrows at Lillian. Brenna sauntered over the bar and reached over the polished counter, producing a pair of crystalline glasses and an ornamented glass bottle. She uncorked the bottle and poured herself two fingers of amber spirits, swirling it before scenting its nose. “A lovely whiskey.” She sipped then uttered a moan. “Wonderful. Care for a drink?”

      “What… are you?” Lillian asked, feet rooted to the floor. She felt like she couldn’t move, fearful for the answer.

      “I have been many things. I was once a blacksmith.” Brenna gestured with the hand holding her glass. “I made these gloves myself. I believe it is important to make your own weapons, become intimate with them. Do you like them?”

      “Fine craftsmanship. In fact, I think the finest I’ve ever seen.” Lillian nodded appreciatively, still feeling a little dazed.

      “Thank you, I’m flattered.” Brenna walked past her toward a front window, setting her glass on one of the room’s four round tables. She pulled out a stool and gracefully lowered herself onto it.

      Lillian got her feet moving and poured herself a drink, joining Brenna at the table. They both sat for a few minutes, watching wagons and Tigerians flitting past. Lillian had a hundred questions that wanted to pour from her mouth, but she mastered them and resolved to enjoy the moment.

      Brenna licked her teeth and met Lillian’s eyes. “My latest occupation is bounty hunter. The same way Tigerian slavers buy and sell human flesh, I sell corpses to the Tigerian Empire.”

      Lillian sipped. The whiskey burned and filled her mouth with a pleasing smoky flavor.

      Brenna mirrored her, flicked her eyes at the window then back at her. She leaned forward. “It’s a difficult business. Identifying Tigerians and proving you got the one on the bounty. The bounties themselves are merely sketches, though usually with a distinguishing mark that can make them irrefutable, though not always.” Brenna tapped a metallic finger on the rim of her glass, the sound echoing through the room. “You kill Tigerians, and you get paid. Could you imagine a better profession?” Brenna grinned like a child getting a new toy, but then her face slowly went dark. “Nothing better than killing slavers.”

      Lillian shook her head. “You kill Tigerians, and Tigerians pay you?”

      “Mhm. Yes, that’s the idea.”

      “Do you only kill bad Tigerians? They can’t all be bad. Can they?”

      Brenna leaned back. “The worse the Tigerian, the better the reward. How do you think I came to be dressed like this? That carriage. All paid for by killing the evil bastards.” Brenna steepled her fingers over her drink.

      Lillian furrowed her brow. “Strange business.”

      Brenna threw back what remained of her whiskey and put her glass down with a thud. “I am in a predicament. I hate Tigerians, and I hate slavery even more.”

      “You do? Then why?” Lillian pointed at her own neck.

      “I need your help, and you’re not in a position to refuse. I don’t like that. I would like for us to enter into an agreement.” Brenna’s eyes scanned Lillian’s face, waiting.

      “Go on.” Lillian nodded, realizing Brenna was waiting for her to respond.

      “As you know, I am seeking the Kuro brothers. I assume you now can imagine why. As I said, I don’t know what they look like, and the bounty sketch is shit. But you do.” She pointed a lazy finger at her. “I would like to propose that we travel together to the Golden Hill estate and you help me find them. You point them out to me, and I kill them. You won’t have to do any of the dirty work unless you want to.”

      “In exchange for…?” Lillian raised an eyebrow, her burned skin twinging with pain.

      “Your freedom. I’ll tear up your bill of sale, remove your collar, or you can have it, your choice.”

      Lillian thought of burning Tigerians, wanting to watch their fur singe upon their blistered bodies. She’d burn this world to the ground if she must to find Baylan.

      “Very well. I agree.” Lillian offered her hand, and they shook.

      The creak of the batwing doors called from behind her. “Humies,” a husky Tigerian voice rumbled in Common. “No more games. Come out.”

      “Ah! Wonderful timing. The Varim Arbiter,” Brenna said with a big smile, showing her ivory teeth. “Let’s go. And let me do all the talking.”

      Lillian rose to find a Tigerian who seemed to have been born without a neck and with shoulders made of rocks. He wore an opened leather vest showing a black pelt of fur and leather pants. Slung over his shoulder was a massive two-sided battle axe with mars that indicated it wasn’t just for intimidation.

      The hulking Arbiter casually turned and exited through the doors and into the brightness of the outside world. Lillian threw back the last of her whiskey with a wince, then followed Brenna.

      Lillian took a shuddering step back as her vision adjusted to the light, nearly trampling over Brenna. This was bad. An arc of figures surrounded the tavern. She made a quick count of nearly twenty Tigerians, all armed with spears, swords, axes, and blades directed at the pair of them. At the head of the group was the Arbiter, easily tapping his enormous axe into his paw like it was made of straw.

      “Why are you making trouble? Scaring the locals with an unchained woman.” The Arbiter spat between his fanged teeth, the phlegm landing between Brenna’s boots. “Go on about your business, the entertainment is over.” The Arbiter shouted over his shoulders at the gathering throng of onlookers. Some Tigerians started to dissipate, casting curious eyes over their shoulders as they merely moved to observe the spectacle from a farther distance.

      The Arbiter growled a sigh. “Let me see your card.”

      Lillian shuffled her feet, inching back a step behind Brenna. She lowered her eyes, doing her best to look like her spirit had been sufficiently crushed. Rebellious slaves were risky.

      “Very well.” Brenna bowed, then produced a silvery metallic rectangle from a hardened leather hip pouch. She raised it into the air, clutched between thumb and index finger. Lillian saw some numbers inscribed upon its surface. Beside the numbers was swirling Tigerian text that translated as Brenna Gharlo. Her last name was Northern. It was a name that hailed from beyond the Mountains of Misery in the continent of Zoria. How had she found her way here?

      “Give it here,” the Arbiter gestured.

      Lillian raised her eyes to sweep her gaze over the other armed Tigerians. Some shifted their legs and others re-gripped weapons. She saw more than a few were taking shallow, nervy breaths.

      “Here you are,” Brenna said, doing nothing to hide her annoyance as she dropped it into his free hand.

      “An early card. Been slaving for a long time,” the Arbiter mumbled as he inspected it. After a long minute, he handed it back to her.

      “Yes,” Brenna said, accepting the card, and putting it away. “Happy?”

      “I—”

      The Arbiter cut off as Brenna’s hand slashed the air in front of him. Lillian gasped as three lines of scarlet appeared on the Arbiter’s neck. His eyes went wide, axe falling, hands reaching for his throat as blood came out in red spurts. The Arbiter crumpled like his bones had turned to dust. Blood pumped out between his pressing fingers as they uselessly tried to keep the ruby liquid in his body.

      Screeches of terror and growls of rage called out from the armed Tigerians. They turned on their heels and fled in every direction, some abandoning weapons.

      Brenna frowned at the blood coating three of her taloned fingers. She bent down to wipe it off on the Arbiter’s trousers.

      “What? Why… why did you do that?” Lillian asked, her mouth slack and head shaking. Cold sweat wormed down her neck.

      Brenna grinned at her. “As I’ve said, all will be revealed in due time. Come, let’s have another drink while we wait for the Chief Arbiter.”

      They enjoyed a second round of whiskey at the same table they formerly occupied. Lillian searched for words but found herself coming up empty.

      Eventually, another voice called through the batwing doors. “Brenna Gharlo. Come on out. Your slave too. Know what you did.” This voice was not pleased.

      Brenna stood and stretched out her back in a deep bend. She gave Lillian a tired raise of her eyebrows. “Watch and learn,” she grunted. Brenna raised her voice and projected it through the doorway. “I am more than willing to come out in peace as long as I am assured that I will have a proper trial in a Tigerian court of law.”

      “Like the Arbiter you just murdered in the street?” the Chief Arbiter yelled. A few mutters of agreement called after him.

      “All I ask is a fair trial for my crimes,” Brenna yelled in return, pressing her back against the edge of the wall before the doorway. “I need your honor that you will not execute me in the street.”

      “No criminal escapes the executioner’s block. I assure you I won’t be the one to do it,” the Chief Arbiter growled. “Now come out.”

      Brenna flashed a smile at Lillian, who could only shake her head in bewilderment. This is madness. “Once again, allow me to do all the talking. Follow my lead and keep your hands raised. Maybe turn your collar so they don’t see the Equalizer.”

      Lillian complied, following Brenna through the batwing doors with her hands raised.

      The number of armed Tigerians joining the Chief Arbiter had at least doubled that of the Varim Arbiter. It seemed every living Tigerian in the outpost was now brandishing weapons. Lillian spotted some of the same feline faces as before, their resolve seemingly steeled from the corpse before them. The sand had all but consumed his blood, the red patch quickly turning into an oxidized auburn.

      “We are unarmed,” Brenna assured, slowly walking down the steps with her hands raised. “Your Arbiter is actually Gin Taka, a wanted Tigerian.”

      The Chief Arbiter was a gangly Tigerian cloaked in oversized leathers that swayed in the wind. Across his back was a sheathed and gilded broadsword that went from his shoulder and well beyond his opposite hip. He sat with his arms crossed upon a gray and white spotted Tougere who had a few grisly battle scars on its head. “Is that so?” he balked.

      Brenna gave a firm nod. “He started working for you about five months ago, I would wager?” Brenna wagged her raised fingers.

      The Chief Arbiter sniffed. “That… is about right.”

      Brenna continued. “I came to know this because he was formerly a Tougere farmer just over eight months ago. He killed his master, fled, and thus, there is a bounty on his head. I have it in my pocket if you would be kind enough to allow me to retrieve it.”

      “Go on.” The Chief Arbiter nodded, voice going impatient.

      Brenna slowly lowered her hands and produced a folded square of parchment from her pocket. “Here you are,” she offered it to the Chief and watched as he unfolded it.

      His eyes went wide. “The Shadow’s own misfortune. A man of criminal caliber in the Arbiters.”

      “I encourage you to speak to a judge who can verify the veracity of my bounty. Most know who I am and that my trade is honest. I believe you, being the presiding authority, owe me three hundred marks for cleaning up your spoiled ranks.” Brenna flashed him her best smile. She lowered her arms and raked a hand through her hair, giving its rich layers a tussle. Lillian lowered her arms in kind.

      The Chief narrowed his eyes and gave them a resigned nod.
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      The sands of Tigeria glowed like newly minted gold. Everything seemed to shine in a way Lillian had never noticed before. Maybe this was all here before, and she’d simply missed it.

      She felt a new lightness in her body, as if being a slave to Brenna was somehow enjoyable. Perhaps it was the nutrition flooding her body after their supper in Varim. Either way, she was pleased to feel good for once. Even the interminable bouncing of her sore ass against the cart seat became tolerable.

      The light made the shadows of solitary twisting rock formations stretch across the desert like the demons of uncharted nightmares. In the distance, wind-swept valleys crested to plateaus topped with solitary shrubs, verdant against the clear sky.

      The road was graveled and wide enough for their cart to easily pass. Either side was flanked by swaying grasses that fed off the sparse rain that would follow the natural channel. It hadn’t rained in months, and the grasses were yellowed and dead.

      The world was a trackless waste, making a deceptive approach by enemies an impossible feat. Lillian supposed that was the only good thing about this waterless landscape. Whenever there was a settlement, there was water, and when there was water, you had to stock up to survive. Brenna had at least six barrels filled to the brim, enough to last the pair of them at least two weeks as long as they only washed their nether regions.

      The sun made its way down, hovering over the curling valleys and casting their recesses in blacks. They stopped at a crevasse of sand between two enormous boulders, each spanning about thirty feet in length and height. It was an enviable place to camp. The rock was enough to stop the night’s cold winds and block the light of their campfire. The crevasse was wide enough for a man to stretch out and sleep with a few feet to spare.

      They were certainly not the first travelers to use it. The remnants of ash from a previous fire swirled in a makeshift firepit of collected stones. Piles of both human and Tigerian excrement at the far side of the fissure drew buzzing flies. At least they put it all in the same place. By Lillian’s guess, it hadn’t been more than a day since someone had last been here.

      They set up camp. Stanley was fed, watered, rubbed down, and tethered between the protective confines of the fissure. A low fire crackled against the twilight sky, bathed in gradients of pink and violet.

      A line of rope was drawn between the rocks, holding both Lillian and Brenna’s clothing damp with sweat. Both of the women wore billowy shifts in preparation for sleeping. Lillian hated to admit how wonderful the fine silken fabric felt against her skin. She feared Brenna’s life of luxury would make her too soft, but resolved to allow herself this comfort just once.

      Brenna had laid a blanket over the ground where she stood, brushing out her hair with a comb that been fashioned from a Tougere’s canine. Strewn across the blanket in strict alignment were her weapons. There was a beautiful long sword, her murderous gloves, and eight throwing daggers. Lillian was willing to bet there was a blade or two hidden under her shift, strapped against a thigh most likely.

      Lillian sat on a smooth rock about twenty feet away from Brenna, thankful for the space. How long had it been since she could go more than two feet without bumping into another wretched, unwashed human? Too long. She shook her head, a warm plate held in one hand while a fork stuffed cured boar meat and boiled oats into her mouth.

      She felt Brenna’s eyes on her and looked up to find her smiling. How could someone always be that happy? It wasn’t natural. She was no longer a slave to Tigerians, and that meant she was almost free. She smiled back at Brenna, licking off an oat clinging to her upper lip.

      “Glad you’re enjoying seconds. I was afraid we made too much,” Brenna chuckled.

      “Not to worry. I won’t let any food go to waste.”

      Brenna frowned as she worked her comb through a knot of hair. “This damned sand. Gets everywhere. Make sure you don’t eat too much too quick, or you’ll not have a fun time come morning.”

      “Mm,” Lillian grunted over a mouthful of food.

      “Once this is all behind us, what will you do?” Brenna asked as she started to collect her hair into a ponytail.

      Lillian looked at Brenna, then down at the licking flames. “Find my partner, the man I came here with. He’s here, somewhere. A slave. I’ll buy him back if I have to. When you remove this,” Lillian fingered her collar, “I’ll burn those who betrayed us to ash heaps.” No, I’m still a caged animal.

      Brenna smirked. “I didn’t know you had a partner. Didn’t strike me as the… loving type.” Brenna placed her comb beside her weapons, then started inspecting them.

      “Well, you don’t really know me, do you?” She tried to keep the venom from her words but heard it dripping in her tone. It didn’t help that Lillian glared at the woman before quickly mastering her expression and putting on a placid face. Lillian scraped the last of the oats onto her fork, dragging them off with her teeth.

      “Are you married?” Brenna asked, cocking her head at her.

      Lillian shook her head. “A foolish convention in my opinion. One’s word, one’s honor is all the assurance I need. Don’t need some formal celebration, every eye in the Tower inspecting your marriage attire. Every gossiping hen speaking ill of your dress selection. No, that is not for me.”

      “Does your… partner feel the same?”

      “Doubtful. Baylan is a man of tradition. I’m afraid he follows the Tower law to the letter.” Lillian felt her eyes closing with the weight of exhaustion. As soon as the sun went down, she liked to sleep, then rise when it rose in kind.

      She remembered the first time she set foot on the shores of Tigeria. A lush jungle surrounded the shoreline, a veritable sea of foliage. The sky was a crystalline blue, the salted water stinging in her nose. Had they read the map wrong? Tigeria was supposed to be a desiccated waste.

      Captain Derwood had given them a hearty wave with a big shit-eating grin from the deck of the Warwick as waves lapped at its rotting sides. She hadn’t understood then why he was so cheerful. She followed his distant gaze.

      She recalled being startled when figures emerged from surrounding wood brandishing weapons, camouflaged with vines and broad leaves. At first, there were maybe ten. Ten became twenty and twenty became thirty. She grinned at them, thinking they were locals from a nearby tribe. As they drew closer, she saw they wore rich garments that only denizens of Ashrath, the capital of Tigeria, might wear.

      “An ambush?” she shouted up to Captain Derwood, who had already vanished from the ship’s deck. “You must be joking,” she laughed to herself, “and from this lot, no doubt.” She scoffed. A line of betraying sweat trickled down her temple and curled around her jawline.

      Baylan eyed her uncertainly. “Wait. Don’t do anything rash. Let’s speak with them first. P-perhaps this is a misunderstanding,” he said, putting a staying hand on her forearm.

      “I—” Sand filled her eyes as demons arose from the ground itself, glinting objects held in dirty fists.

      Baylan gasped and staggered back with a yelp.

      Something cold and hard latched around her neck. The Dragon was cut off as if an impenetrable wall had been slammed before it. She pounded at the wall, felt the Dragon beyond it, but could not reach its strength.

      Hands wriggled between the metal about her throat, dragging it tight against her carotid arteries. A forearm pressed against the back of her head, strangling her. Looking around desperately, she saw tens of holes in the ground where the monsters had waited. She saw the hands of Tigerians brandishing Equalizer crystals, shining with pinks that made her guts churn. To be cut off from the god’s powers was worse than losing one’s favorite limb.

      Every Equalizer was supposed to have been destroyed. The Tower ordered it so, and it should’ve been done, but in Tigeria, they were far from the Tower’s grasp. They were the only artifact known to have the capability of severing a wizard from the Dragon and Phoenix’s strength.

      Lillian was rendered mortal. A Norm.

      Her vision became pinholes as pelt-covered arms continued to strangle her. She raked at where she guessed its eyes might be, producing a screech and the arms locking down tighter. The world grew light and faded into oblivion.

      She woke minutes later to a Tigerian kicking her in the ribs. She gasped with the force of it, her breath coming in choking, heaving gulps. She raised her arms, eyes going wide at the iron shackles at her wrists. She tried to stand and tripped against a force binding her ankles, but managed to twist onto her side before landing face first. She looked down at her ankles. Shackled, chained, and made a slave. No.

      “No!” she breathed and searched for Baylan at her side. Gone.

      She spotted a group of chained men and women stumbling into the jungle. Baylan was their latest addition, chained to the group at their rear. He staggered when a Tigerian viciously prodded him with the butt of his spear. He turned to look at her one last time before fading into the jungle, fear and desperation painted on his countenance.

      “Lill!” he screamed.

      “No! No!” She shrieked, rising up, and running for him. It felt like a hammer struck her in the back of the head. Blood washed over her eyes, and her vision became pulsing sheets of white. She blinked away the blood and willed her body to rise, but nothing responded. She saw through one parted eye as a leg twitched, merely rattling her chains. The last of Baylan faded into the green.

      He screamed her name over and over, slicing at her heart. He screamed until his voice was lost in the choking jungle.

      Three Tigerians flanked his chained group, all somewhat similar in appearance though with stark differences. Their coats were a golden yellow, but one had a notch removed from one ear, while another possessed a long scar on his neck, and a third was missing a hand. She sucked in all of it, inscribing the memory of their visage on her soul.

      They would all know her wrath. Everyone and every Tigerian who had betrayed them would burn in her glorious fires.

      “Care for some elixir?” Brenna asked as she poured herself a mug, drawing Lillian back into the present. Wisps of steam spiraled over her scarred hands. It appeared she did not lie about her former profession as a blacksmith. “Redbud beans. Paid a hefty fee to get this variety. The beans are special, only grow in Breden in the far west of Zoria. The aroma is marvelous.” She dipped her nose into her mug and took a long sniff.

      Night had fallen, and the amber glow of the fire danced on Brenna’s cheeks.

      “Never been.” Lillian gave a slight shake of her head, blinking away the painful memory.

      Brenna produced a second mug from a stuffed sack, raising it to Lillian. “Elixir? Come join me at the fire.”

      “Please, I’d like some,” Lillian answered and even managed to force a smile. She rose up on stiff legs and trudged over to the fire, sitting on another stone polished smooth from the scouring winds.

      Brenna reached around the fire and handed Lillian the filled mug. She gave her a broad grin and met her eyes. “I do hope you enjoy it as much as I do.” Brenna inclined her head then sipped. “I’d like to hear more about Baylan, if you wouldn’t mind discussing him.” She sat on a low stone across from Lillian, forcing her knees up to her shoulders.

      Lillian peered into her mug. The liquid swam with oily blacks and emitted faint aromas of cinnamon and vanilla. She sipped and couldn’t help but grin. It tasted like home. It had a touch of welcome bitterness, hints of chocolate and earth.

      “You said his name was Baylan, correct?” Brenna prompted.

      “Mhm. That’s right. Baylan Spear.” A pop rang from the fire and sparks swirled up to reach the stars.

      Lillian remembered the first day they met. He introduced himself to her in Helm’s Reach, west of the Silver Tower when she was sent on an errand to fetch a rare herb. It was bold and unexpected.

      She never voiced it, but she knew men found her attractive. She could see it in the way they wilted or nearly swooned under her gaze. Youths never thought she could hear their murmurs and gawking. She didn’t care. There was even some part of her that enjoyed the attention.

      But none were ever bold enough to act on it. His eyes shone like cobalt and had a wise depth. His jawline appeared to have been chiseled from stone, skin richly tanned from too much sun. He offered his hand. “My name is Baylan. Can I help you find something? I spend far too much time here.”

      “Lillian.” She found herself grinning at him as she let her hand be taken into his. She felt everything smile. She felt it in her heart, in her belly, and in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry.” She raised her head to peer at Brenna. “I’d rather not speak of him now.” She grimaced at the cutting loss, once again raking at her guts.

      “Very well, we can enjoy the elixir and the fire.” Brenna nodded and thankfully left the scab unpicked.
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* * *

      They arrived in Spimourn by morning. The endless stretch of sand and scrub hemming in the village was bathed in the cool blue of the rising sun. A trio of birds of carrion trailed them from the campsite, waiting for them to collapse into the arms of the Shadow Realm. Their wingspans were at least six feet by Lillian’s guess, their feathers raven black, shadows flitting over the glowing sand. The birds gave up once they re-entered the remnants of civilization, squawking in frustration as they departed, searching for their next meal.

      The village consisted of about eight buildings in immaculate condition and ornately constructed. The denizens were reputed for producing the finest clothing in the realm. Travelers came from all over for appointments with one of the four chronically overbooked families of tailors. Their appointment books were filled months in advance.

      They did not discriminate between Tigerian and man as long as both were able to pay for their goods, though they were obliged to charge Tigerians less. Brenna had apparently forged a strong relationship with one of the tailors as they were ushered into his shop upon her arrival, despite her lack of appointment. The hunched-back Tigerian made his agitation known, mumbling a few times about the inconvenience of her arrival. The Tigerian’s upper back was so kyphotic, Lillian was impressed he could manage to walk upright.

      They were alone in the Tigerian’s shop, given the courtesy of privacy while they selected what they would purchase from his supply room. The tailor had shuffled into his office and closed the door behind him.

      The rumbling of carriages and clopping of hooves in the main street was all but lost in a sea of cloth lining the walls. The room was dimmed as clothing racks blocked the majority of the window light, though slivers of light still streamed in over their tops. Along one wall, hundreds of trousers hung from a long iron rod. They were arranged first by color and then by material. Adjacent to it was a wall of shirts, another of suits, dresses, and even fashionable sun hats. Lillian would have adored this room had she not been here under the auspices of enslavement.

      Lillian scowled at the clothing. It wasn’t because she didn’t appreciate the finery, but because of how most Tigerians were able to afford such items. It was all born on the backs of the enslaved. No plantation owner could manage vast acres of crops alone, and only an abundance of crops would yield the necessary funds to shop here. Everything was embroidered, filigreed, the fabrics rich, impeccably stitched and creased. She hated to admit that it was a lovely sight.

      Brenna rubbed the shoulder of a silk plum colored dress between her fingers. “Too bright,” she muttered. She moved onto another a second later. “Too heavy. Not suitable for combat or this dreadful heat. Where does he keep the wares I like?”

      “Why are we here?” Lillian asked from the center of the room.

      “Is the answer not evident? Shopping, of course.” Brenna licked her lips, gripping the fabric of a shirt, and giving it a hard tug. It tore against her talons, and she dropped it with raised eyebrows. “Suppose I should have removed my gloves. Think he’ll notice?”

      “You know what I mean.” Lillian folded her arms and gave Brenna an accosting stare, not that she seemed to care.

      Brenna laid an arm over the top of the trousers rack. “When we get access to the Golden Hill estate, we’ll put on a little act. You’ll not be a slave but serve as my adviser. I’ll need someone else who can help me identify my next slave purchase, and who better than a former slave?”

      “You’re insane. You think I’d help you with such an abomination?”

      Brenna grunted and rolled her eyes as she strode over to Lillian. She placed her hands on her shoulders, the metal lining her fingers as cold as ice. She looked into her eyes. “Do you remember why I freed you?”

      “But I’m not free. You were seeking the Kuro brothers. They were my t-taskmasters once. By the Dragon, I hate that word.”

      Brenna patted Lillian’s shoulder with one hand, dropping the other and placing it on her hip. “That’s right. I need you to identify them for me and thus need you to travel with me. You need to appear as my equal, not my slave. This is why—”

      “Then remove this,” Lillian cut in, pointing at her collar. “You’ve already given me blades.”

      Brenna’s mouth hung open. Lillian looked into her eyes, saw them scanning hers. She was searching for signs of deceit and the hint of an imminent betrayal. She didn’t have to speak her concern. Her eyes were beautiful, a deep gray with shimmering hints of scarlet. Was Brenna perhaps born of demons?

      Brenna’s face softened, and a gleaming key appeared, clutched between her fingers. “Very well. I trust that you know that revealing your abilities would only ensure your death. You must keep them hidden unless truly needed.”

      Lillian frantically nodded, a nervous smile reaching her eyes. She was going to be free. She could do anything with the Dragon.

      With a dull click, her last fetter clattered to the floor. The Equalizer crystal attached to her collar by a short length of chain glittered in the gloom. She let out a long, relieved breath as a smile stretched across her cheeks. She reached for the Dragon, causing the Equalizer crystal to flare in rebellion.

      She growled, raised her boot, and smashed the Equalizer beneath her heel. It shattered into tens of pieces, spreading across the floor.

      “I do hope you can forgive me,” Brenna said with a slight tremor in her voice. “I hate this business as much as you, if not more so.”

      “You have no idea,” Lillian whispered, eyes narrowing at the shards. Brenna was right. She had to conceal her powers. Wizards had fallen into the clutches of Tigerians in the past. There were few things Tigerians hated more than human wizards. Most were flayed and left to rot on the walls of Ashrath. Others endured more sinister tortures before an agonized end.

      Lillian caressed the Dragon, a figure of swirling fire that inhabited her mind and heart. Her eyes sparked alight as if they had become torches. She was filled with its familiar urge to destroy. A sense of mounting anger begged to be satiated on her enemies. She grimaced, drawing more of its strength, fires in her eyes growing brighter and lapping over her forehead. “Oh, how I’ve missed you.”

      She reminded herself that with the Dragon’s use came an equal and opposite price. Shortly after using the Dragon or the Phoenix, the user would be levied with a magnitude of exhaustion that correlated with the amount of power drawn. Using a bit to light a candle wouldn’t take much from you. Going to war and throwing thirty or so fireballs might be enough to induce a day or two of sleep, depending on one’s skill development. Nothing was free.

      She dismissed the Dragon, fires fading and her eyes resuming their mortal form. She lifted her eyes to regard Brenna, who had taken a few steps back, and arched an eyebrow. “About this act. Tell me more.”

      Brenna clapped her hands with a mischievous grin. “We’ll put on a ruse. Just remember that you cannot break character. You need to treat other slaves as a slaver would. No empathy, no compassion for your fellows in suffering can be tolerated.”

      Lillian snickered under her breath. “Very well. Let’s shop then.”
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      Hundreds of glistening backs hunched and toiled over endless rows of cornstalks. The sun radiated them with all its fury from a brutally clear sky. Sunburned men and women worked shirtless, plucking at weeds, and harvesting corn ears. Others worked in teams to till the earth while others dragged plows to carve out new furrows from the heavy clay.

      Their curses and grunts brought an involuntary swallow from Lillian’s throat. She felt their toiling muscles, blistered hands, and strained tendons. It felt only days had passed since she’d worked these fields, though it had to have been almost a month now. She was a slaver now, and slavers didn’t swallow at the sight of crushed men.

      Within twenty feet or so of every slave gang was a Tigerian taskmaster, lashes coiled on their hips, ready to dispense punishment to those they felt were malingering. From some long distance, she heard the crack of that ghastly strip of leather, cutting the day like thunder and slicing through someone’s bare skin. She shuddered at the sound, air catching in her throat. A wail of agony came after.

      When she had been here, she often envied the men’s punishments. When they punished her, it was by hauling her off over a Tigerian’s shoulder to be raped in plain sight. Sometimes in a shed, if the faceless Tigerian was shy. She made the mistake of laughing at a shy Tigerian. It was a mistake you only made once. She was their plaything, their toy, the master said.

      It didn’t take long for her to get over the humiliation. She eventually discovered how to leave her body, to put her mind elsewhere. There was a part of her that had been forever disconnected. Then there was nothing they could do to hurt her. Her body was merely a vessel for her raging spirit. They could savage her body, but they would never touch her spirit.

      She wanted to raze the plantation to the ground. She wanted to watch everything and every Tigerian burn. Every Tigerians’ fur would spark like dried wood. Those who made the vital folly of oiling their fur would incinerate in seconds.

      But she couldn’t, not now anyway. The only reason she didn’t was for Baylan. She had to find him, and she would do no finding as a corpse.

      If she scorched them with Dragon fire, sundered them with summoned rock, and rent their eyes with the force of the wind, she would be forced to run. Then her demise would be inevitable. She would be the prize of every bounty hunter in the realm, and she had no means of escaping. Maybe even Brenna would be tempted to do the honors. Could anyone resist the allure of coin?

      “Remember, you are my advisor. You must be hard,” Brenna said in a low voice beside her.

      Lillian gave her the slightest of nods, regarding the enslaved with an icy stare.

      Lillian and Brenna bounced in their cart down the main road leading towards the mansion on the Golden Hill estate. The road was paved with thousands of interlocking bricks, all covered in a thin layer of windswept earth. On either side of them, the corn stretched out as far as one’s sight would permit. Tens of heads raised to watch them as they passed, every expression gawking. Some were either too focused or too downtrodden to even bother raising their heads, lost in their personal forms of hell.

      The mansion ahead drew nearer. Its exterior was mostly brickwork, the corners and ridges lined with ornamented sections of carved granite. It appeared to have at least thirty rooms, two stories high with an arcing front staircase that rivaled the Midgaard palace’s throne.

      “Why do they call this Golden Hill? The gold, I can see.” Brenna gestured at the corn crops. “But the land is as flat as glass.”

      “Perhaps the hill lies in the quantity of marks in the… owner’s coffers.” Lillian caught herself, every part of her wanting to say master’s rather than owner’s

      Lillian selected the most obnoxious dress she could find. She wanted to do the opposite of blending in. It was backless and the material thin enough to show her every contour, the color arterial blood red. From her shoulders and hips were ten lengths of streaming fabric that fluttered behind her like a Phoenix’s tail. To the tailor’s aggravation, she’d requested that a few be hemmed so that they didn’t get caught in wagon wheels. Her abdomen and thighs were bare to the sun, but she didn’t care. She was free, and nothing could hurt her now.

      Brenna wore what she always wore. She had at least ten copies of the same outfit in her carriage, each cleaned and starched with hardly a single wrinkle. She said that wearing the same thing every day made it easier to function, less to think about. Lillian thought that was boring.

      The armor lining Brenna’s forearms and attached to her sinister gloves gleamed like a pair of twin suns. She wore a thin gray cloak over her shoulders and neck to shield her skin from the sun. The tops of her breasts pressed out from the ridge of her jet-black corset, long sword gently thumping on her hip. Lillian couldn’t help but be fascinated by her. She had never heard of a female bounty hunter and wondered why she took on the profession. Now was not the time for idle chatter; there would be time later.

      A few Tigerian taskmasters darted up the main steps and into the mansion’s vast innards, no doubt warning the master of their arrival. A pair of human slaves shuffled to the edge of the road, hands held against their brows to shield their eyes from the sun as they squinted at the pair of women.

      A Tigerian whose fur was white as milk and wearing a tailored suit that perfectly matched the color of his fur, sauntered out from the cool shadow of his mansion. His feline eyes narrowed in suspicion, hands falling to his narrow hips and parting his jacket. His jacket was double breasted, the buttons shining with gold. His whiskers were as long as Lillian’s hands, each thick enough to catch the light from twenty paces away.

      “The master,” Lillian said, voice laced with condemnation.

      “Remember your act,” Brenna hissed, then placed a broad smile on her face. Brenna tugged on Stanley’s reins, slowing and then stopping her carriage under the shade of the mansion. They dismounted. “Hello there!” She gave a hearty wave to both the master and the group of five or so of his human assistants emerging from the mansion and filling in around him.

      “You’re a slaver?” the master called in Common, sparing pleasantries.

      “I am,” Brenna said in a jovial tune. She produced her slaver’s card and tossed it up for him to inspect, which he thoroughly did. Once satisfied, he tossed it back to her, then descended the stairs. His boots clicked with every step on the polished marble. “Do you know it’s against the law for a human who is not a slaver to ride beside you?”

      Brenna’s smile thinned. “She is free and can do as she pleases.”

      “Is that so?” The master regarded Lillian, who dutifully lowered her eyes. Shame surged through her limbs, every part of her taking a tremendous effort to stifle the quiver in her fists. She raised her eyes, remembering that she was free. She stared iron at the master, hoping that he would recognize her. She would play the act now, but by the Dragon, she would not leave this world without bathing him in her fires.

      The master reached the bottom of the stairs, boots clicking like thunderclaps in Lillian’s ears. Burn! Destroy! The Dragon raged in her mind. It wasn’t the words it conveyed, but merely emotions she understood. He stood about fifteen paces away from the women.

      The master crossed his bony arms, cruel golden eyes slitting. “Not around my humans. I want to see her in chains. Can’t be having an uprising due to her setting a bad example. Get a set of shackles, would you, Saban?”

      “Yes, sir,” a man replied. Saban must have been over a hundred name years. His back was hunched over, face wrinkled like an ancient prune, scraggly gray beard swaying from his chin.

      Lillian noticed as countless taskmasters fanned out around them, forming a circle of death. The master was never armed, but his taskmasters carried more than lashes. Some had multiple daggers, others spiked clubs, while others possessed swords. They soiled their hands with the dark work, leaving the master’s hands clean.

      Lillian felt Brenna detecting them too. She caught the shift of her eyes, the slowing of her breath, taking in their subtle movements. The Dragon permitted one to see subtleties in body language lost to most. Other wizards had reported that merely being aware of its strength within you was enough to relay a perception of slowed time during critical moments.

      Brenna sighed, crossed her arms, then cleared her throat. “I believe we have not been properly introduced. I am Brenna, and this is my adviser, Masa,” she said, gesturing at Lillian, then pointing at her carriage. “That is Stanley, my horse.” Brenna removed a glove then offered her hand to the master. She stood rooted to the ground, hand outstretched.

      The master stared at her, sniffed, and slightly raised his chin.

      Brenna waited, hand hanging in the air, a pleasing smile fixed on her face. The moment stretched and frayed like an ancient rope supporting a tremendous boulder. In that moment, Lillian felt like they were on the verge of war. If neither relented and bridged the gap between them, there would be fire. And blood.

      “Garen,” the master said, sauntering over to take Brenna’s hand, engulfing it in his. “What brings you to the lovely Golden Hill estate?”

      A long breath escaped from Lillian’s lips. She heard the relaxed shuffling of feet and saw more than a few hands drop from blade hilts.

      Slaves gathered about the growing commotion, observing without the pitiless eyes of their taskmasters to force them back to work.

      Brenna gave him her best smile, white teeth gleaming. “I wish to propose some business. I seek to purchase some new slaves for my plantation to the far north, and I am told you have some of the best human flesh. And before you ask, you’ll not have heard of the name as it is still nascent and nameless.” She gave a slight bow.

      A handful of Garen’s slaves within earshot turned their heads to watch his reaction. Garen shifted his weight back on his heels, one side of his feline lips twitching up. “You should have made an appointment. I am a busy Tigerian and have no time to squander with small deals.” Garen looked Lillian up and down, then spat on her chest. “Free humans. An abomination to all that is right.”

      Lillian pressed her lips into a white line. Fires danced in her eyes. She stared down to avoid showing the true nature of her boiling rage. Brenna placed a metallic hand on her neck, staying her anger. She let the Dragon go, hopefully before anyone saw it.

      “No. I don’t like you. Marching onto my property with this…” Garen shook his head in abject disgust at Lillian. “This monster. This act against our culture, the way that all is right. Please depart from my property. There will be no business conducted today.” And with that, Garen started marching back up the stairs, boots clicking on each step.

      Saban shuffled back from the outside edge of the mansion’s exterior with a pair of rusted shackles clutched in his hands. “Here we go. Here we are, shackles for red dress.” He shuffled toward Lillian, the iron vipers raised like a sacred relic.

      Lillian glared at him. “No. Take one more step, and I’ll put you down like a dog.” She half-raised one of her two hunting knives from its sheath.

      Saban froze, eyes shifting to Garen for guidance.

      “Masa, we came to trade, not to quarrel,” Brenna said to Lillian with an appeasing smile. She pressed her palms together as if she were praying, turning her gaze back to Garen. “I apologize. My advisor has a short temper we’re still trying to manage.” Brenna leaned towards Garen and lowered her voice, despite him being ten or so feet away. “You know how sensitive the freed can be.”

      Garen raised the corner of one lip and gave a short, derisive huff of laughter. “Be on your way.” He marched toward the cavernous entrance of his home and clucked a series of harsh words in Tigerian to Saban.

      Brenna sighed and raised her head to look at Garen. “I have ten-thousand marks that may perhaps change your mind.”

      The allure that none can resist, Lillian thought.

      Garen halted. He reached the banister at the top of the stairs and placed his fur-lined hands upon its ornamented edge. He leaned out with a full smile, showing a mouth full of fangs. “Perhaps it will. Would you like a drink?”

      “I’d love one,” Brenna nodded, then gestured at Lillian. “My advisor wishes to see the grounds, to see how you’ve managed to run such a successful operation.”

      Garen flicked his fingers at Saban. “Saban, please take Masa on a tour of the grounds. Show her our best wares.”

      “I must remind you that Masa is a free woman. You must not treat her like you would any of your other humie flesh. Treat her like you would treat me, another slaver.”

      Garen grunted and gave a reluctant series of nods and hand signals to Saban.
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* * *

      “What you do for master?” Saban asked in broken Common, his gnarled beard fluffed up in the warm breeze. From the mansion, someone skillfully played the violin, filling the air with a melancholy tune. The pair walked a dirt road perpendicular to the main brick road, trailing behind a column of crops.

      Lillian lifted her chin but didn’t look at him. “Brenna is not my master. Did you not listen to a word she said?”

      “Yeah. You free, but you still got master,” Saban snickered from under his beard. “Everyone’s got master, even Garen. His master always coins.”

      Lillian pressed her lips together, brows furrowed as she scanned the faces of the taskmasters for the Kuro brothers. Tendrils of fabric fluttered from her dress, trailing behind, and giving her a peacock-like tail.

      “That’s the shed where we dry and cure meats.” Saban pointed at a structure surrounded by long grasses. It was a house by her standards, with more than enough space for a family to occupy. She knew far more transpired there than the curing of meats. The curing of meats and raping of men and women.

      “That the hotbox, where we put those who rebel against their taskmasters.” Saban gestured at a section on the ground that was simply a wooden box whose top door was locked closed. “Help! Please help!” Someone screamed from within, rattling at the door. “Need water! Water!”

      Lillian said nothing, memories filling her mind with the pain of the few days she’d once spent in there. Dehydration was the principal form of that torture.

      “What your name again? A familiar look to you,” Saban said, giving her a sideways glance.

      “Masa,” Lillian supplied. “You don’t know me, I assure you. I’ve never been here and never was.”

      “You really free?”

      “Come here, Saban. I need to ask you something vitally important.” Lillian marched to a lone tree with a trunk that was at least ten feet in diameter. Its shadows cloaked them in its cool air. Beyond the tree, the plantation ended, and the vast plains drew up lashing spikes of sand and dust.

      “What—?” He gasped as Lillian’s hands clamped around his bony shoulders, pinning him to the back of the tree where none could see.

      “I’m looking for three Tigerians, the Kuro brothers. You know who they are? They are built like Tougeres, gray pelts and full of muscle. If you lie to me, I will know,” she said, jabbing a finger into his hollow chest while making her eyes pulse with Dragon fire.

      He flinched. “M-magic! I don’t know them,” Saban growled, though his legs gave a betraying tremble.

      “Liar,” Lillian hissed, drawing in close enough to smell the stink of his breath. “They’re bad Tigerians. Got bounties for them from the Empire itself.”

      Saban arched a salt and pepper eyebrow, face softening. “That right? Never liked them. I didn’t tell you anything.” His eyes met hers for an instant, and in that moment, they shared something she hadn’t recognized at first.

      “Of course, naturally.”

      “One is at the neighboring field.” He nodded in the general direction. “Has a large spot of black on his right cheek where his eye is scarred.”

      Lillian winced as the past consumed her. She remembered watching him watching her, his hips squelching against hers with his every violent thrust. “Don’t do this, you don’t have to do this!” She’d pleaded for mercy, but on he went, hammering into her. She gave up on screaming long ago, knowing it a fruitless waste of her water.

      “I can’t be marring your pretty face, now can I? Garen won’t like that, so we have to do this. This is your fault, you know?” Black Cheek had said, breath huffing with every thrust of his fur-lined cock. “You made me do this.”

      Lillian turned her head to the left, studying the contours of the planks making up the shed’s wall. It isn’t real. A fat tear slipped from the corner of her eye, welling up against her cheek and resting on the soiled mattress before being absorbed. Knots of wood were like one-eyed men, stoically watching from their timeless prisons while she was defiled. Some planks had long cracks. Others were rough cut and hardly sanded while those beside it were polished to a satin finish. It was as if each plank was harvested from another building, each hailing from another world. She wondered what past horrors the one-eyed men were forced to witness and what future horrors awaited them. Maybe they enjoyed it.

      Saban cleared his throat, vaulting her back to the present. He was brushing himself off, and Lillian saw she had let him go. “The other is at the Tougerery with his brother, beyond that field. Beating someone who was caught stealing extra porridge.”

      “Extra… porridge?” The words hung in her mouth, gaping with disbelief. She stared at the spot where Saban had pointed, spotting the Tougerery about half a mile away.

      “That all you want? I be on my way?” Saban asked with a grunt. “Want nothing to do with this. If I get caught helping you—”

      “At the Tougerery you said?” Lillian asked, meeting his cataract eyes.

      “Mhm.” Saban shouldered his way past her, confidence restored, shuffling down the road back toward the mansion. Would he betray her? Doubtful. She watched him go and recognized what they had shared a moment before. It was an ancient and boiling hate, locked away under plates of earth, waiting for the appropriate time for it to be woken.

      Lillian arrived at the Tougerery minutes later, leaving Saban and the mansion behind. The Tougerery was at the edge of a knot of rebellious forest. The stable was enormous with at least twenty Tougeres feeding and drinking, lassoed in their individual pens. Their long tails whooshed against their bodies, warding away feasting insects.

      A man who had been stripped bare was tied to a tree near a corner of the Tougerery. His body was coated in grit, sticking plant matter, and shining sweat. He bore the cuts and grazes that spoke of a hard day’s work in the fields. His hair was matted to his temples, eyes madly whirling, arms and legs wriggling against his bonds.

      A Tigerian with a missing finger clutched a lash handle, lash whirling overhead as he regarded his pinned target. Lillian stared at his hand, the hand she and Brenna were looking for. The leather strip warbled on the air, winding up to deliver a skin-ripping strike to the man’s bare back. A pair of Tigerians at either side of Missing Finger watched the man writhe with jovial laughs.

      Missing Finger was one of the three Kuro brothers, the youngest. The middle one stood to his right, arms crossed with blatant disregard for the world around him. She wondered if any of them had the faintest notion that they were about to die. She didn’t pity them but pitied their lack of awareness.

      Missing Finger drew his lash arm back, preparing to finally strike. She remembered how he enjoyed torturing his victims with a series of false lash cracks. Lillian seized the Dragon. Its glorious torrent of rage and fire coursed through her veins. “Hey!” she roared. Her voice made Missing Finger stiffen, and his lash fell limp at his side.

      Her hands became halos of fire, and twin fireballs materialized before her fists as they turned. She punched with both hands. Streaks of light cut across the air to intersect with each of the Tigerians at Missing Finger’s sides. Their heads were simultaneously rent apart, filling the air with gore and globs of burning flesh. A smoldering eyeball rolled across the dirt and stopped at the toe of Missing Finger’s boot.

      “Wh-who?” Missing Finger stumbled back, feline eyes wide as plates. He drew his lash arm back, face twisting with recognition. “Y-you! I know you! Here… you…” he stammered.

      “Me.” Lillian grinned. She splayed her fingers, and a perfect circle of razor thin flames sparked alight on the ground around where Missing Finger stood. An instant later, the flames rose up to become a cylinder of fire, engulfing him in a blinding white conflagration. Her Dragon fire was hot enough to turn the sand around him into glass, his body a handful of ashes.

      She let it burn for a long second and then let the Dragon go. The fire vanished from her hands, and with it, the column of lapping flames. Tongues of fire chewed at stray grasses near the edge of the Tougerery where the forest met the building. The Tougeres were rightfully frightened, all drawn into the recesses of their stables, some even whimpering.

      She felt some of the Dragon’s price in her gut, urging her to double over to rest. It had been long since she’d used its strength, and she was no longer conditioned to the ensuing exhaustion. With training, one could learn to endure the Dragon’s price with some indifference. The price always had to be paid eventually.

      The air was filled with the biting stink of burning fat and fur. The throats of the beheaded Tigerians continued to burn, each rising up in a thin column of smoking flesh. A few clods of burning flesh littered the ground, each with small fires gorging on their provided substrate.

      “H-help!” the bound man screamed, violently struggling against his bonds. “Aren’t you g-going to get help?” He gave Lillian a wild-eyed stare over his bare shoulder. “Oh no. Oh no! No!” He shrieked. “They’re going to blame me, going to b-blame me for this. What am I going to do? What have you done? They were just going to whip me. Why… why did you do that? Do you know what trouble—”

      She stopped listening, letting his words turn into an empty cacophony. His occasional word cut through her void as she tried to think about what to do next. She turned to regard the world behind her.

      “Shut up, shut up,” she mumbled to herself.

      A finger found its way into her mouth, and she hewed the nail clean off. She counted at least ten bodies fleeing, all human. Almost as many were coming toward her, all Tigerian, some mounted. The Tigerians were sending a great cloud of dust into the air, making their approach known for miles around. They converged as a group on the widest road leading to the Tougerery.

      Someone was sprinting towards her, arms glinting and throwing up beams of shining light, hair trailing behind like an oily snake. There was only one person she knew who shined like that. “Brenna!” Lillian yelled and waved with both arms. “Over here, got two of them!”

      For the first time in a long time, Lillian felt proud. She ran to meet Brenna, intersecting with her midway on the road between a section of corn whose ears shone with the color of plums.

      Brenna clapped her on the shoulder. “Two of them you said? You’re sure? Did I hear you correctly?”

      “Sure as the Dragon lives in my belly,” Lillian said, giving it a friendly rub. “I believe the third is coming to us now with the convoy. Shall I do the honors?” She pointed at the approaching knot of Tigerians.

      “This was a bit brash, but… I like it. The one with the scar over his eye, is that right?” Brenna raised a hand over her brow, knuckles shining like knots of silver.

      “That’s the one. I’d really love if I could have this one. He—”

      “No.” Brenna’s voice and expression went as hard as stone.

      Ruined me, Lillian thought, lips tugging down into an involuntary frown.

      Brenna looked at her, face softening. “There could be casualties. I’ll finish this. Your skill is clearly great my dear, but I think we can both agree that it lacks a certain measure of calibration. This requires finesse. Watch and learn.”

      A long minute passed while the troop of Tigerians came into view, all mounted on Tougeres. Garen headed the column, eyes narrowed in a look of confirmed suspicion. Among the cloud of sand shone the glinting eyes of Tougeres and Tigerians alike.

      “I can control it, please.” Lillian felt a pathetic whine touch her voice. She was again reminded that she had never been truly freed. Brenna still had her bill of sale in her pouch. She was a commodity. She was nothing, a means to an end like these waving cornstalks.

      “Trust,” Brenna hissed. “If we are to work together, you must learn to trust me, to trust those around you. Do you trust me?”

      Lillian scoffed. “Work together? I do trust—”

      “Then let me do what I do.” Brenna was ice.

      Lillian gave a reluctant grunt and a nod. She was right. What trust she once had in the world had long been shattered. It would take time to mend, she knew.

      The group fell into a trot, then halted ten paces away. Garen shook his head in abject disbelief. “What is the meaning of this? What was that? Do I see fire near the stables? I swear something has fallen into my tea. Did I hear fighting?” He first scanned his group for answers, none coming, then looking to Brenna and Lillian. “I don’t suppose either of you knows what happened?”

      Garen’s voiced faded as if a great wave from the Far Sea had crashed between them. Lillian spotted the last of the Kuro brothers at the edge of the group, his head cocked as he stared at her. She saw the muscles around his scarred eye tighten, going wide for an instant, then narrowing down to murderous slits.

      Something flitted through the air with the speed of an arrow, thunking into his flesh. Lillian found it, a dagger buried up to the hilt in Scarred Eye’s throat. A thin smile spread up her face as she saw him reaching and pawing at the dagger.

      It felt as if the world was suddenly within an infinite jar of molasses. A pair of fuzzy fingers found the dagger, pressing against the nub of exposed hilt, the raping bastard’s expression stricken at the realization of what it was.

      Lillian felt like she had all the time in the world. She smiled and turned to look at Brenna who was watching the scene unfold, eyes narrowed in expectation. Her teeth were so blindingly white, they looked carved from the canines of a newborn Tougere.

      Ruby droplets spilled from Scarred Eye’s wound, tumbling against the pyramids of oiled fur running down his chest. His fingers dragged the dagger out so slowly she thought she could hear the ripping of every fiber in his skin. Garen slowly turned to regard him as he started to let out a gurgling shriek. The dagger was eventually fully drawn, and with it ejected red snakes of his pumping blood. Lillian’s only regret was that the dagger was not hers. Time suddenly resumed in its usual speed.

      Shrieks and calls of terror cut the air. Tougeres reeled onto their hindquarters, claws like swords swiping at the air, their riders struggling to get them under control. “Hold! Hold!” Garen bellowed. “Order! Everyone! Calm!” Garen angrily cut his hand through the air. The Tigerians around him mastered their mounts, circling Brenna, who now had her hands raised.

      “Lift your hands,” Brenna said quietly, giving Garen a pleasing smile.

      “Lifting,” Lillian said, placing a similar smile on her face.

      “Thank you for making this easy,” Brenna whispered. “Let me do the talking.”

      Scarred Eye’s Tougere had hardly registered the commotion, pawing at Brenna’s bloody dagger as if it were merely bored with the whole affair. The last of the Kuro brothers slumped from his mount’s saddle with a sickening crunch as his neck was bent in a way it was not meant to be bent. A disc of red welled out from his body, bony ass raised to the sky as if he were preparing to take it from behind.

      Garen peered down at the body and gave a limp shrug. He shook his head and clicked his tongue. He raised his hand and twiddled his fingers in a series of sharp signs that could only be some form of silent command. His taskmasters complied and fanned out, circling Brenna and Lillian, hands twitching at sheathed weapons.

      Garen crossed his arms. “Please do tell me who you really are.”

      A thin smile flashed on Brenna’s cheeks. “I am the Empire’s blade. Masa here is my apprentice.”

      Lillian couldn’t help but grunt in agitation at being described as an apprentice. That was a battle not worth fighting.

      “Within my pouch is a bounty for the three slain Tigerians you will find on your property. They were wanted catfolk, and I have the paperwork to prove it.”

      “Paperwork?” Garen squinted his eyes, ears twitching.

      Brenna continued with arms upraised. “They were wanted dead or alive, the reward all the same, and it is much easier to transport a corpse than the living, as I’m sure you understand from your morally sound business operations. I know that you may wish to kill me or perhaps my apprentice, but know that doing so will only send others with bounties for yourselves.”

      Garen shook his head, mouth hanging open to show his carnivore’s teeth. “Let me see it.”

      “May I lower my hands?” Brenna asked.

      Lillian’s eyes scanned the faces of the taskmasters, searching for the telltale sign of an impending attack. The Dragon was always a brushstroke away, capable of incinerating this group with the effort of blinking. It would be so easy, so enjoyable to watch them burn. But she owed Brenna, and debts had to be paid.

      “Go on,” Garen gestured with one hand while scratching the back of his head with the other.

      Brenna’s posture relaxed as a hand reached into a pouch, producing the crinkle of stiff parchment. She drew out a folded square, carefully unfolded it, and handed it to Garen. “Do be careful with it, I’ll need it to redeem my reward money.”

      Garen looked it over. His eyes flicked between the held parchment and the women a few times. “Bounty hunters. Never had your like on my lands. If it’s the Empire’s law, I certainly can’t deny the Empire.”

      “Wonderful.” Brenna clapped her hands, her talons giving a soft clink. She accepted the bounty from Garen and placed it back into her pouch. “Could some of your men help us load the bodies onto the back of my cart?”
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      Lillian pressed her back against rough tree bark, bouncing up and down to scratch an itch. Brenna stood on a tree limb with her knees bent adjacent to her, one hand grasping at a branch above her head. They were both about mid-way up a towering sentinel tree, observing the world below. The tree stood at the topmost edge of a valley of sand and scrub that looked like an inverted dome.

      A sturdy rope was looped over the branch where Lillian stood, initially carried up by her summoned wind. They used it to help them scale its thirty or so feet. The moon hung over them in a cloudless sky, speckled with an infinite array of winking stars. The tree was bare from the base and filled out with leathery leaves as big as a man forming a canopy of foliage at its crest where they hid.

      A faint rumble came from a distant rise of sand dunes. “Here they come, as predicted.” Brenna huffed out a long breath. “Took them long enough.”

      Lillian scratched harder as the itch only seemed to magnify in annoyance. She noted that her feet had mostly healed, lips renewed with fresh skin. She almost felt like a person again. The sunburns on her shoulders still lingered, though they too were in the painful process of healing.

      “Would you stop bouncing? Going to knock me off this fucking branch,” Brenna hissed, claws digging into tree bark.

      “Wait, are you scared of heights?” Lillian couldn’t help but chuckle, peering over her shoulder to see Brenna’s face had gone a ghastly white. “By the Dragon. You are scared of heights!”

      Brenna gave her a wry smile and pointed at the approaching knot of Tigerians. “Look!” They came into view, cresting a dune that followed her cart’s deep tracks into the valley. There it rested like an empty casket, its polished lacquer reflecting the luminous moon.

      Stanley nickered where he was tied at the base of their tree as the deep growls of Tougeres reverberated on the air. He was not likely pleased with the additional burden of their essential supplies and the pair of their bodies. In addition, he would have to drag the bodies of two of the three Kuro brothers into the next town. Brenna gave Lillian a mock scolding for vaporizing the third but reasoned that two would be enough to redeem the full bounty with her reputation for success. Brenna whispered some consoling words at Stanley that Lillian couldn’t understand, but they seemed to calm him.

      Lillian thought she saw Garen among the group, but it was hard to tell in the dim light. It was either him or a well-dressed bandit. She supposed Brenna was likely right. They had yet to meet any bandits on their travels and suddenly meeting them on this night would seem suspect. And bandits were not typically attuned to fashion.

      Brenna scowled. “The bastards! Why is it so hard for a Tigerian to simply abide by the Empire’s law? I had the bounty, even showed it to them. It’s a shame. I really did like that cart.” Brenna raised her head to gaze at the night sky as if searching for answers.

      The dust settled to reveal that there were about twenty or so Tigerians poised at the top of the valley’s last rise before sloping down. Each Tigerian was mounted on a Tougere, regarding the cart with dubious stares. Rivulets of sand cascaded and hissed down its rippled surface.

      A torch sparked alight in an enormous hand, followed by tens of others. In unison, the group let out a roaring battle cry as they charged down the sand dune. It would have been a fearsome sight had they been within the cart and not nearly a couple hundred feet away.

      “Are they truly this foolish?” Lillian breathed.

      “Shh. They have excellent hearing,” Brenna whispered, pressing a finger to her lips.

      The group shrieked with rage as they drew close to the cart, echoing roars bouncing from everywhere. They fell in around the cart, circling it and whooping.

      “Not the perfect finish,” Brenna moaned as they beat and gouged its beautiful walls with countless weapons.

      “Find them! Murderous cunts! Think you have the run of my land, do you?” Garen screeched, his voice carrying on a breeze.

      Lillian gave Brenna a questioning look. “Now?” She mouthed.

      Brenna frowned and peered at the cart for a long second, then gave her a firm nod and a broad grin. “Do what you do.”

      Lillian turned inward, grabbing the Dragon by the throat, and letting its fury tear through her heart. Her eyes flashed alight, brighter than the brightest of their torches. She slapped her hands together, fingers interlocking and arms outstretched in front of her chest. Her jaw clamped shut, teeth grinding down so hard it produced a creak. She gathered the Dragon in her heart, felt it swelling like a balloon that might burst from her ribs. When it felt like she could contain no more, she released it with a relieving gasp.

      A beam of fire streaked the dark from their treetop, burning a line of gray in her vision. War cries became shrieks of terror. Shrieks of terror became an engulfing explosion as the cart turned into a ball of fire and then a rain of burning wreckage. Shattered wheels spun into the air, burning fabric flapped, severed limbs spun like kicked stones. The bodies of Tougeres were decimated into squelching strips, some tossed into the air as high as twenty feet before rolling across the sands. The burning head of a Tigerian soared in a great arc, thumping on the ground not more than ten feet from where they were perched.

      Her fire roared like a pit of hell, reflecting like moons in her wide eyes. She found herself snickering, taking great pleasure in watching the slavers burn. Brenna gave an uproarious laugh, scrambling over to her side, and throwing an arm over her shoulder. “You’re amazing! Wait… there! An escapee!” Brenna pointed at a miraculous lone survivor, frantically heeling his Tougere.

      “Garen,” Lillian observed, noting his once white suit had gone the color of wine. He hadn’t bothered changing for this little raid. He likely thought he wouldn’t have to get his hands dirty. He likely thought that this would be as quick and painless as any other business endeavor.

      “Care to do the honors?” Brenna offered, bow and arrow held in one hand.

      “Got it.” Lillian followed his flight, guessing where he would be a second later and willing a fireball to materialize in his path. Her timing was perfect. Garen collided with her fireball, emitting a faint pop as it tore a gaping hole through his chest. Sparks and fire expelled from his back as he fell as dead as his brethren behind him. His Tougere bucked what remained of his corpse off, fleeing over the opposite dune. She guessed it would likely run itself to death from sheer terror.

      “Incredible. You are truly gifted.” Brenna slipped away from Lillian’s side. She gave an admiring nod at the scene, stowed her bow and arrow over her shoulder, and placed a hand on her hip.

      Lillian felt her eyes suddenly drooping, legs tottering beneath her hips. “Brenna. I need to rest. The Dragon takes my constitution, especially that much of it. Thank you, I suppose I can still do things once in a while. Going to climb down before I fall out of this tree.” She gave Brenna a parting smile, using the rope to carefully scale down the tree before slumping down to nap beside Stanley.
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* * *

      Lillian scraped the last of her oats from her wooden plate, flipped it up, and dragged it across her tongue. They were bland, but one did not complain about finally eating regularly. She sat on a rock that served as a makeshift stool, feet dangling an inch from the ground.

      Brenna sat across from her on a rise of stone converging against a ten-foot wall of sandstone. Between them smoldered the last of their fire, used to heat the water for morning supper. A pot rested on a tripod of iron over the fire. Hooked on its edge was a blackened wooden spoon. The earth around the fire was choked with the husks of dense weeds. They were squat with needle thin leaves, seeming to thrive in this environment.

      They ate in silence, watching the rising sun paint the world in its golden kiss. It looked like the start of a world consuming explosion, but its scourge wasn’t enough to strip the world wholly bare.

      Stanley snorted beside them and started pawing at the ground. “Yes, yes. We’ll be leaving shortly,” Brenna said to him with a loving smile. He bowed his head, and she gave it a scratch.

      “Feeling restored?” Brenna asked with a bob of her eyebrows.

      Lillian looked up from her plate. “Me? Oh, yes much better, thank you.”

      “Once you found your way down that tree, you were limp as Wandering Vine. Had to carry you onto Stanley’s back, though I doubt you remember any of this.”

      Lillian felt her cheeks growing hot. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Do you know who Baylan’s masters are?” Brenna asked, the suddenness of the question making Lillian flinch. Brenna set her plate on her lap, her spoon containing a single soddened oat.

      Lillian sniffed, mouth hanging open for a second. “I don’t know who they are by name, but I can identify them by appearance.”

      Brenna scratched her throat, eyes narrowed. “Baylan. A strange name. A Helm’s Reach name, is it not?”

      Lillian swallowed. “It is. That’s where he grew up, the Phoenix side. He is an excellent healer. You’ve been to Helm’s Reach in Zoria?” She took in Brenna’s every expression, searching for confirmation of her suspicion that Brenna was from the northern reaches of Zoria.

      Brenna gave a smile that revealed nothing. “I know of it. Would you like to hear a story? His name reminded me of one I always enjoyed.”

      Lillian nodded. “Yeah, I’d like to hear a story.”

      Brenna snickered, scrambling over to join her at her side at a neighboring rock of about equal height. “In the time before the Age of Dawn, there was a wizard who bore the same name as your lover’s, Baylan. His lover was captured by a band of monsters while harvesting carrots, and she was taken to the highest peak in the Mountains of Misery. There was an evil wizard who lived there. A Necromancer of the Old Magic.”

      Brenna’s smile widened. “Then her hero, Baylan, came to save her. He had to scale the mountain alone and kill the Necromancer whose skill far exceeded his. But that wasn’t all nor the end of his trials. The evil Necromancer placed a trap before the prison where Baylan’s lover was held. He was forced to walk through fire, ravaging his flesh in order to reach her. Once there, the fire relented, and they were able to return home and live out their days to fruition.”

      “I think I know how he must have felt.” Lillian licked her teeth.

      “Yes. I thought you might. I know it’s not a very good story, but I like its message.” Brenna let out a long breath, turning to give her an appraising look. She reached into her pocket and produced a crisply folded piece of parchment held between two fingers. “This belongs to you now. Do with it as you will.” Brenna handed it to her.

      Lillian looked into Brenna’s eyes as she unfolded it and thought she saw a touch of regret. It was her bill of sale. It didn’t surprise her to find that Brenna’s writing was neat and crisp. She felt her lips tremble but mastered them with a hard furrow of her brow. She grasped at a sliver of the Dragon and set the parchment ablaze. She stoically watched it curl down to ashes, fluttering over her boots.

      “The nearest town is rife with Tigerian and human slavers alike.” Brenna bit her lower lip. “I can’t take you there in good conscience. And I can almost guarantee there are no shortage of Equalizer crystals among their weapons. I’d like to propose that we work together for a time, threading our way north toward the free towns, and toward the coast.”

      “The rumors are true then? There are settlements of free men in Tigeria?”

      “Some. They are small… and far. Most run along the northern shores.”

      Lillian looked into the sun, letting its brilliance blind her. “I like killing Tigerian slavers. I like your business.” Once she had some marks and some resources, it would be easier to pay for knowledge to find Baylan. She had to start somewhere, and as things stood, she had nothing but her freedom.

      “Wonderful!” Brenna clapped her hands. “I am prepared to offer you a third of our bounty earnings.”

      Lillian started to balk, but then remember that Brenna had done so much for her. She had to be grateful for what she offered. Without her help, she might’ve been still marching, maybe working another field in some distant corner of the realm. Perhaps being raped by a Tigerian.

      “Very well. I accept.” They shook hands, but something nagged at her. She knew there was always a price buried somewhere.

      “It will be great to have a partner,” Brenna said as she stood, stretching her arms overhead and letting her plate clatter to the ground.

      Lillian flinched toward the plate, stopping herself in an instant. A lash-conditioned part of Lillian wanted to bend over and clean it. Thankfully, that part was almost all but withered.

      Brenna caught the gesture though and regarded her with a sympathetic smile. “That life is over. You are a free woman now.” Wisps of black hair swept across her cheeks and around her throat.

      Lillian nodded, peering down at her boots. A moment of silence stretched between them. “Why are you helping me?” she blurted, blinking at something wet in her eyes.

      “I…” Brenna waved her hand, searching for the right word. “Feel compelled to help you. I feel responsible for ensuring the future of your freedom. To put you back in chains… couldn’t allow that.” Brenna forced a laugh and a smile, sitting beside her and throwing her arms around Lillian in a side hug.

      Lillian leaned into her and placed her head on her shoulder. Her hair felt like luxurious silk against her cheek. Lillian let out a long sigh of relief, resting against her warmth.

      Something cold lightly touched Lillian’s chin, lifting her head to peer into Brenna’s swimming eyes. Her eyes traced her face, hand rising up to stroke her hair and gently scratch her head. Lillian closed her eyes and purred with satisfaction. Brenna’s other hand slid down to her hip, pressing on her iliac crest. That was different, Lillian noted as her neck prickled with goosebumps.

      Something hot and soft and full pressed against her lips. Brenna’s tongue lapped at the underside of her upper lip.

      Lillian’s eyes snapped open with a gasp. “No!” she breathed, leaping to her feet. She took a stumbling step back, tripping over a stone and nearly falling onto her ass.

      Brenna raised her hands. “I’m sorry! I thought—”

      “It’s okay,” Lillian said, placing a hand over her mouth. She shook her head. “No. I apologize if I gave the wrong impression. My loyalties lie with Baylan.”

      Brenna’s cheeks bloomed with burning blood. “It won’t happen again. Can’t blame a woman for trying, can you? Life on the road can be dry. I thought Tower women were… more liberal.”

      “Most are,” Lillian snickered, bouncing an eyebrow.

      Her body hummed, and for a moment, she wished she could be liberal too.
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* * *

      They reached Carnage by mid-day, another small outcropping of civilization struggling for life in this forgotten world. It was similar to Varim in most ways, the notable difference being that their wealth was produced through a few expert blacksmiths and horse handlers rather than tailors. The main street was chronically filled with the sonorous pings of metal on metal as if each smith were trying to deafen their every approaching customer.

      Most important of all was the Arbiter’s station where Brenna turned in the bounty and the two fly-laden corpses of the Kuro brothers. The Arbiter was a wizened Tigerian who knew her by name and even shook her hand upon their arrival. She didn’t need to convince the Arbiter to give her the full bounty, her word enough to assure him the third was gone and dead.

      Lillian had to admit that her reputation was impressive. Brenna collected a few outstanding bounties where the suspected locations of their targets would about intersect with their northern travel.

      She forced Lillian to accept a third of the Kuro brothers’ earnings, even though the killing was done before their agreement. She reluctantly accepted, promising Brenna to repay her. She could use the marks. Her earnings were far more than she expected. Bounty hunting was indeed a profitable business.

      Lillian went shopping. This time she properly paid for her wares from her own pouch as a free woman. It was remarkable how all her life she had taken that liberty for granted. She treasured the endless, open, and free sky.

      Lillian purchased a new horse with the majority of her earnings, a stalwart charger with great slabs of muscle. The mare’s coat gleamed with the color of cream. She purchased a quilted blanket in a hue of red that matched her dress. Over it went a new saddle, the leather soft and the seams triple stitched. She bought a set of ornamented saddle bags resting over its rump, stuffed with fresh sundries for the road. She named her Kalli.

      She used the last of her earnings to purchase a small sack of elixir beans, imported from Zoria. Once ground and brewed for five minutes, they would produce a dark liquid with a pleasing aroma of cinnamon and earth and tasting like home.

      They rented a room together. Lillian enjoyed a glorious bath, cleansing herself of the grit and grime of the road. They shared a single bed, though nothing happened within its confines beyond sleeping and a pleasant chat about nothing. Lillian was relieved that Brenna had respected her first rejection and was a woman of her word.

      They departed from Carnage before the sun crested the horizon, the world coated in a dim blue light. They trotted side by side on their respective mounts. They gave each other a quick nod, both breaking out into big grins. The free sunrise never looked more beautiful. Lillian realized she might have found a new friend. How long had it been since she had a companion she could wholly trust beyond Baylan? Too long.

      The northern expanse was as flat as a pressed flourcake. In the great distance, bulbous dunes rose from the earth like the spines of a Sea Croc. Their peaks glinted as if dusted with gold in the new light. Lillian guessed them to rise almost five thousand feet, though it was difficult to be accurate with such a great distance. Trails of dust followed in their wake as they heeled their mounts into a plodding gallop.

      Hours later, they ambled up a long sloping hill, the earth studded with gnarled and squat trees spanning no more than a few feet in height. The dunes were far behind them now, their tips a bleeding red with the dying sun. They made camp.

      The next day, they slogged through an area with a low marsh. It drew wild packs of wolves, horses, and Tougeres from all around. Lillian was fascinated by a pack of Tougeres. There had to be at least a hundred of them, each big enough to easily consume a horse for a meal, though they showed not the faintest interest in either of them. There was likely more than enough food to go around with all the other animals about.

      The marsh was hemmed in by a variety of foliage. Swaying grasses and trees reached as high as six feet, all seeming to thrive in the precious water. She asked Brenna where it came from, and she wasn’t sure. Baylan would’ve known. As long as Lillian had been here, she had yet to see it rain and wondered if it ever would. Within towns, she spied the odd rain barrel, but they were always long emptied, leaving white rings of minerals behind.

      They set up camp away from the main body of water, finding a small pool where only nagging insects reigned. Lillian bathed after Brenna while she worked to gather wood for the night’s fire. She noticed the fullness to her muscles, and most importantly, her breasts had started to return with proper nutrition. It was nice to see they had started to take on their usual fullness. Baylan would like that.

      Lillian heard a familiar chuckle behind her. She turned to find Baylan in the water, his thick hair pushed back over his head. Water glistened like jewels from his cheeks. “Mind if I join you?” he asked with a mischievous gleam in his eye.

      “Bay?” She blinked, and he was gone. She shook her head, mouth hanging open as her heart fluttered in her chest. I will find you.
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* * *

      Lillian crawled toward the apex of a steep hill covered in dead grass. Its hollow leaves crunched like bones against her elbows and knees. Brenna slinked up beside her, the bottom of her hair mopping up organic debris. Stanley and Kalli stamped at the ground behind them at the base of the hill, seeming to get along well enough. A refreshing breeze swept over them, dragging the tendrils of Lillian’s dress into the air.

      “Shit!” Brenna hissed, snatching bits of her dress, and pressing them into Lillian’s grasping hands. “Have to be more careful.”

      “Sorry,” Lillian mouthed, stuffing the tendrils under her arm.

      The hill overlooked a small farm with enough rows of crops to feed a family, she reckoned. A lazy dog napped in front of a chicken coop, a dozen hens foraging around it. A Tigerian adult and a youth grunted as they worked a plow through a row of hardened earth with a Tougere at the front doing the majority of the pulling. A windmill beside a modest house turned and creaked.

      The women watched in silence for about an hour, waiting for any other signs of life. It was a wise spot to start a farm. It was one of the lower points in the flatlands and apt to collect water from the hills that hemmed it in. Birds small enough to sit in her palm joyfully twittered on the hilltops, darting between shrubs with violet berries in their squat bills. Between the cool breeze and the hot sun, it was the perfect temperature. It was perfect enough to lull Lillian into a nap if she didn’t stay focused.

      The Tigerian adult perfectly matched the sketch on the bounty. He hadn’t even bothered to trim the distinctive braids hanging from his chin. One ear was a mangled wreck of skin as if it had been burned, also matching the sketch according to Brenna.

      Brenna produced a telescoping eyeglass, the metal whispering as she drew it open. She switched her gaze from the glass and to the bounty in her hand a few times, each time giving a confirming nod. “This seems to be the right target,” Brenna whispered, fearful of their voices carrying on the open air.

      Lillian drew on the Dragon, eyes flickering with bonfires.

      Brenna lifted the eyeglass, brows wrinkled and the other eye shut. “Careful of the youth.”

      “He’s with his father,” Lillian growled, releasing the Dragon. “He’ll be helpless. Think it’s plain to see he doesn’t have a mother.” She twisted onto her side to peer at Brenna.

      “Kill him. He deserves what’s coming,” Brenna said flatly, staring at the pair.

      Lillian shook her head, breeze sweeping tangled hair over her eyes. “No. Let’s find another mark.” She started to rise when Brenna’s strong hand forced her down, producing a grunt from her chest.

      “Look.” Brenna handed her the bounty. “Go on, read it.”

      Lillian regarded her warily, then back at the bounty, snapping it open. “Nyoko Nanxe, the burner. Wanted for the indiscriminate slaughter of three slave gangs and their taskmasters. Employed detonations that produce fiery payloads. Ten thousand marks…” Lillian trailed off, handing it back.

      “I’m not angry with you. I understand you may not have a lot of trust in me, but do know I am careful of which bounties I accept.”

      A sigh slipped through Lillian’s pursed lips.

      “That is over thirty men, enslaved men. Dead by his hands,” Brenna said in a low voice. She paused for a moment. “Kill him, and avoid the youth.”

      “I know,” Lillian hissed, giving her a friendly elbow. She narrowed her eyes and steadied her breath. An arrow of flames sprung to life just over their heads, crackling and hissing. Lillian closed her eyes, harnessing all of her focus and attention, pressing it into the arrow. She opened them, eyes wide, and the arrow streaked for her target, leaving a trail of black smoke in its wake. The arrow passed through the Tigerian’s neck without a sound, vanishing into a puff of smoke as Lillian released the Dragon.

      The youth was pushing the plow ahead of the adult and continued pushing for a few seconds after the older Tigerian had slumped over. He growled in frustration, stopped, and turned to face the adult. A hand went to his mouth as he screeched in terror. Even at this distance, Lillian could see the red bubbling from the smoking hole in his neck.

      “Nicely done,” Brenna said with an appreciative nod.

      Lillian frowned down at the yowling child, the Tougere staring blankly back at the disturbance. Brenna was right, Nyoko got what he earned. Lillian didn’t like the idea of making new potential enemies. However you only made enemies if you were detected. They crawled backward over the edge of the hilltop and waited for the youth to flee for help before recovering Nyoko’s corpse.

      Killing wicked Tigerians brought a full smile to her eyes. She thought she now understood where Brenna’s unbridled enthusiasm arose. She started to hand the bounty back to Brenna, who raised her hand. “You should keep your first bounty for good luck.”

      Lillian grinned, tucking it into a hip pouch.

      Brenna nodded at her. “I know this is dark work, darker than I’d ever wanted. But sometimes the light can only be reached after crawling through the mud.”
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* * *

      Ten targets made of stacked rocks as tall as Tigerians were set out on the scrubland. Behind them was a trackless stretch of shimmering earth and blurring shrubs. The nearest target was ten feet away, the farthest over one hundred and fifty. The wind lashed at the earth, ripping veils of sand across the landscape. The sun was low and the air cool, the last of the night’s dew vaporizing in the morning light.

      Lillian stood before the targets, narrowed her eyes, and widened her legs. She needed more practice. She gazed over her shoulder to find Brenna watching her. Brenna gave an enthusiastic bob of her eyebrows, one leg raised on a rock as she leaned onto her knee.

      Lillian gripped the Dragon in her mind. It was like flexing a favorite limb. A great urge for violence waved out from her heart and into her hands, sprouting to life with halos of fire. She dropped into a low fighting stance, punching, and blasting the first target with a cone of fire. The stacked rocks became a cloud of sparks and smoke. A sulfurous stink raked her sinuses and made her sway with dizziness. The rocks became balls of dripping stone, congealing into a blob of magma. A great wind washed away the majority of the odor, and she regained her footing.

      Brenna let out a hacking cough. “Please do wait for the wind to change next time.”

      “Right, sorry,” Lilian threw over her shoulder.

      The next two targets, about twenty feet out, were severed into vertical halves with discs of fire. The stones slid apart and crumpled to the ground, each cut perfectly smooth down the center. A few were geodes, glinting with pinks and bright shades of aqua. The next pair of targets were thrown into the air from plumes of fire dragged out from under the earth, vaulting the stones in every direction. A few pebbles skittered across the ground and over her boots, one pinging from Brenna’s armor.

      Fire emerged from her every pore, body encased in a thin aura of lapping flames as she drew more on the Dragon. All sound faded, vision narrowed with only the targets remaining. She hurled a pair of arcing fireballs. They soared like meteors with long tails of crackling fire. They crashed down with precision as she imagined where her enemy’s heads might be. A pair of explosions split the air, raining down with burning and melting stone fragments.

      Fire was her tool. It was her hammer, her saw, and her needle. There were other elements to the Dragon’s gift such as the ability to harness the wind, the stone itself, and even to call lightning, but she always found the spectacle of fire far more satisfying.

      A swarm of twenty flaming darts emerged in the sky above the next targets, mere insects at this distance. She raked her clawed hands at the air. They pelted the earth about the next two targets, filling them with burning punctures, and clouding the air with dust.

      She roared, voice taking on an echoing power. Lillian thought of her times working the long grasses on an unknown plantation, blisters pierced and weeping blood. She thought of what they did to her in the shed, how they used her for their carnal pleasures. She slashed her arms down as if chopping at an angle with a scythe. In the vacant distance, a scythe of flames at least three times as large as a human operated scythe mirrored her action. Its blade chopped into the last target, splitting in diagonally and spitting up a gout of fire as the tip struck the ground.

      She opened her eyes. Her fiery scythe rested in the earth, smoking on the stones. Sweat streamed down her temples and pattered from the tip of her narrow chin. Her skin was coated in fire, her hands smoldering halos. The fabric of her dress fluttered on her heated air, tendrils rising up like a beast’s feathers.

      She let it all go. Every ounce of the Dragon surging in her veins leeched from her like water from the shoreline at the ominous start of a tsunami. She gently lowered herself to her bottom, leaning back on her elbows for support. She gulped down quick breaths of the cooling air. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. Stones scraped from behind. When she opened them, she saw Brenna standing over her, giving her a series of grinning nods. “You’re far more useful than you first appear.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The day was iron gray with a greasy sheet of clouds covering the sky. The Phantoms, a Tigerian gang wanted for robbing merchants, swayed on the backs of plodding Tougeres. They traveled in a tight knot on a narrow stretch of road, each side shrouded in a dense section of broad-leafed trees. There were six of them by Lillian’s count, the same number the bounty demanded. It seemed the informant they’d paid in the barroom hadn’t lied about their travel pattern.

      Lillian waited on one side in the cover of leaves, dressed in midnight blues. Across from her was Brenna, holding a short bow in one hand and an arrow in the other. She grimaced against another arrow wedged across her teeth, tonguing its shaft. A dozen more were set to stand in the dirt, waiting to rain death. They watched the Tigerians pass, exposing their backs. Then Brenna gave the nod.

      They stepped out in unison, in murderous silence. A leaf crunched, and a stick snapped. Lillian hurled balls of hissing fire while Brenna launched a flurry of whispering arrows into their unsuspecting hides. The silence was shattered with screams from both Tougere and Tigerian alike.

      Two of the Tougeres wildly bucked, throwing their dying and burning riders from their backs. The others swept around, falling limp from their saddles before they had a chance to lay eyes on the women. It was all too easy and over in a span of seconds. They purposefully left a few unburned such that they could be identified for the reward. Brenna’s, and now Lillian’s, reputations preceded them, offering them full payment for bounties despite only delivering a fraction of the corpses.

      Lillian dismissed the Dragon and fire from her hands, giving Brenna a laughing smile as she sank down to rest. Brenna returned the gesture, bending down to collect her arrows.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They reached the solitary Arbiter’s station by mid-afternoon the next day. The air was clear and crisp, the sky a crystalline dome. The land was slowly changing. The trees were growing taller and narrower, their leaves thick and broad to catch the sun. The earth itself had spots of moisture where the wind didn’t kick up sand, but only ruffled the nearby foliage. Lillian had almost grown used to the constant feeling of sand rubbing between her molars, breasts, and cracks.

      Mugos stepped out from his hut to greet them, ears twiddling as he waved his fuzzy hand. Behind him was a pond ringed in verdant grasses. His hut was made of stacked logs, the seams mortared with clay and Tougere fur. A thin stream of smoke wound from a chimney made of fieldstones.

      He was a muscular Tigerian who lived off the land and wore fringed leathers made from Tougere hides. Swaying from the overhang of his roof were at least twenty corpses of small game he caught in his traps. He would bleed them out, skin them, salt them, then turn them into cured meats in the sun.

      Lillian tipped a broad-brimmed hat she recently purchased, and Brenna gave a hearty wave back at Mugos. The first time they met was to claim the bounty reward for Nyoko Nanxe, the burner.

      “Masa, Brenna. How do you fair? Got more, have you? Who do you have there?” Mugos asked in rough Common.

      Lillian peered back at the other three horses ushered along by both Stanley and Kalli, bearing the corpses of the Phantoms. The additional horses had been necessary, and they’d purchased the trio at a village called Ayrith to take some of the dead weight from Stanley and Kalli.

      “Got the Phantoms,” Lillian grinned, producing the bounty from her leather pouch.

      “The who?” Mugos snatched the bounty from her fingers, examining it with his golden feline eyes. “You two are going to empty all my gem stores,” he said with a shake of his head. “Sure the Empire will be pleased. I’ll have to send for the bankers in Ashrath to refill my safe.”

      Lillian shrugged. “Have to eat somehow.”

      Mugos scoffed. “Think you two are doing better than just eating, given your fancy clothing and even fancier gear.”

      Brenna chuckled, dragging the ponies toward the cottage bearing the corpses of the Phantoms.

      “Care for palaver? Gets lonely out here, and I’ve got some wonderful elixir.” Mugos swiveled his gaze between the women.

      Brenna beamed. “That would be most pleasing.”

      “Wonderful.” Lillian nodded. “It would be nice to get out of the sun.”
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      Whitewell was the first proper town Lillian had seen since her arrival in Tigeria. There were about a thousand denizens living in hovels that fanned out from a central artery where the majority of commerce was conducted. The main road sloped down into a valley and out the other side. Why anyone would choose this mud pit as an ideal spot for wooden buildings was beyond her comprehension. Given the building’s walls were all but painted in clods of mud, it seemed it was a staple of Whitewell.

      Deep ruts carved by wagon wheels were filled to the brim with water. Prints from boots, paws, and hooves made sucking sounds as the mud tried to drag them down. A few lamps had yet to be put out from last night, dimmed through a haze of mist.

      Lillian sneered at a Tigerian slaver leading a gang of slaves through the squelching mud. He missed the expression, eyes affixed on the road ahead. Their sunburned torsos were smeared in layer upon layer of mud and sand, some dried and cracking and others new and wet.

      It wasn’t the sight of slaves that made her want to incinerate the Tigerian, but that awful sound of tinkling chains. It ground at her essence. She was tempted to throw it all away. She would give up her freedom, her everything, just to end the noise.

      An enslaved woman had a grievous wound on her thigh, undressed and colored in dark hues. Her eyes were constantly rolling while mouthing meaningless words. Lillian could smell the rot from her wound from a few feet away. It wouldn’t be long until she met the Shadow Realm’s embrace. Lillian embraced the Dragon, just enough to send an arrow of fire through the slaver’s neck but not so much that it would illuminate her eyes.

      Brenna must’ve read something in her, reaching over and giving her bicep a hard squeeze. Lillian’s breath caught. She mastered herself then gave her a sharp nod, releasing her grip on the Dragon. She had to control herself. She couldn’t save them all. Nothing could. Lillian forced her shoulders to relax with a long exhalation. She rocked easily on the back of Kalli and gave the chained men and women a pitying smile as the last of their gang passed.

      They stabled their mounts and went their separate ways for a time to renew their supply of sundries, agreeing to meet an hour or so later in a tavern.

      “Welcome to The Gap,” a human barmaid called, not bothering to look up at her. She wiped down a glass from behind the counter with a greasy cloth, blurring it with fat streaks. She wore a dress once black, now a faded gray with a few tears and mismatched patches, buttoned down to show the bones between her flat chest. Lillian thought she might’ve been beautiful once, but that day had long passed. She must’ve been a free woman, but how had she earned such a distinguished position?

      Lillian gave her a wave and a smile, then looked for Brenna. She wasn’t difficult to find, being the only other patron. She was seated before a bay window at the front, where it seemed she always liked to sit. Lillian preferred sitting in the rear with her back to the wall in taverns. It was a far more defensible position.

      “Hey,” Lillian said, pulling out a rickety chair to join Brenna at the opposite side of the table. Tigerians trudged past the window marching to and fro, expressions slack with the doldrums of the day.

      “I came upon something I think you’ll be pleased to see. A lead from one of my sources.” Brenna slid her elbows on the table, leaning conspiratorially toward her. She pushed a half-consumed glass of whiskey aside and lifted a book out from under her thigh. She flipped it open to a dog-eared page and dropped her voice to a whisper. “If you were wondering how I found you… I have a source who sells me a consolidated account of every slave transaction.” She jabbed her bladed finger into a spot on the page. “And if you look here, you’ll see a peculiar name that caught my attention.”

      Lillian furrowed her brow at the rows upon rows of entries, each noted with a date, sales price, names of the sellers and purchasers, and names of the slaves. Baylan Spear. Her eyes went wide, throat dry as glass. Everything else around his name fell away. “He’s still alive,” she breathed. Twin tears spilled from the corners of her eyes, falling onto the parchment. “Sorry, dust got in my eyes,” she muttered, wiping away the tears with a sniff.

      Brenna gave her a warm smile and sat back straight in her chair, producing a long creak from the wood. She set her hands on the table’s edge, hands forming fists. “We need to formulate a plan for his rescue. Helgar Sorad.” Brenna pointed at the name of Baylan’s new owner in the book. “Do you know who this Tigerian is? He is the owner of the Oakmourn Plantation, the biggest producer of corn, sugarcane, and other crops in the whole of the realm.”

      Lillian shook her head, desperation clawing at her guts. “Shit! Of course I know who he is. Every slave does. Has more slaves than anyone else, and a reputation for being a cruel bastard.”

      “Unfortunately, the very same bastard is holding your lover.” Brenna peered at the barkeep, pointedly minding her wares and pretending not to listen.

      Lillian sighed, giving a few nods, and staring down at the row with his entry.

      “And that is the cretin who owns him…” Brenna gestured. “It will be hard to find him in the field. We have to hope we can find him working in an unusual capacity.”

      “No. He’s intelligent, highly intelligent. Doubtful he’d be working the fields. Likely working the accounts, maybe tending the library, perhaps teaching Helgar’s brood, if he has any. No, he’d find a way to skirt from manual labor, not that he doesn’t have the fortitude for it,” she said with a slight smile, remembering his dislike for laborious physical tasks. “So we do what we did before. We offer to buy him?”

      Brenna blew out her cheeks. “We could try, but I have a different idea. If what you say is true… suppose you want to buy an especially swift horse, and you knock on the horse breeder’s door. You offer to buy his best horse, and he says no. I—”

      “Then you burn the breeder, take the horse,” Lillian interrupted.

      Brenna inclined her head. “You could, but then you would be on the run. Every bounty hunter from Tigeria to Zoria would be searching every nook of the realm for your head. Especially if the bounty was high enough. We need him with a signed bill of sale, a proper purchase for the books. A clean purchase.”

      Lillian huffed. “I don’t understand. First, you say we can’t buy him, but then you say we need a bill of sale. What are you proposing?” Lillian clenched her jaw, muscles flexing as she waited for Brenna to reply.

      Brenna raked a hand through her hair, downed the last of her whiskey, and set her glass down with a hard thump. “I’ve had the misfortune of doing business with Helgar in the past, though never directly. I’ve heard from a trusted source that his evil takes on a particularly cruel form. We walk up to the horse breeder’s farm, knock on his door, propose not to buy his best horse but to purchase the worst performer of his operation. Once he agrees, we try to slip in a little something extra. We make him an offer so high he has no choice but to agree, maybe even takes us for fools.”

      “You must have a mountain of marks saved somewhere?” Lillian asked with an arched eyebrow but before Brenna could answer added, “The something extra… that’s Baylan?”

      “Precisely. It is far easier to get someone to agree to a second thing once they’ve agreed to a first.”

      “Care for a drink? A refill?” The barkeep called from the gloomy counter.

      “No, thank you,” Lillian said deadpan. “Well?” Lillian gestured impatiently.

      Brenna bit her upper lip. “The proposition of buying one of his worst of the best, as I put it, will grant us entry, but that is not what motivates him. He likes to watch us humans fight.”

      “Humie brawling. Heard of it, never saw it. A despicable practice.”

      “I could not agree more,” Brenna said, lowering her head. “We propose to be interested in purchasing one of his fighters to get into the sport. I’ll say that you’re once again my advisor. If anyone had overheard us at the Golden Hill estate, at least our initial stories will be congruent.”

      Lillian let out a breathy snicker. “You want me to play an expert humie brawler? Hardly look the part… suppose I could express some authority on killing.”

      A line of bony cows ambled by the window, bells calling out with dull clanks.

      “Yes. You have to believe, use your imagination,” Brenna said, gripping her empty glass.

      Lillian gave a grim nod. “Is there anything lower than a man who wants to buy another man?”

      “Bring out the darkness. Play your best slaver, one greatly interested in watching them fight to the death.” Brenna pressed her lips into a line.
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* * *

      Brenna and Lillian confidently strode side by side for Helgar Sorad’s mansion entrance. A pair of potted shrubs flanked the bricked walkway. Their flowers were a glowing pink, each the size of cups and nipping at buzzing flies foolish enough to try a taste of their sweet nectar. Around the pots was a well-kept garden of flourishing flowers, displaying a palette of fiery reds and oranges of the setting sun.

      Behind them were ornamented pillars carved from creamy marble supporting parted iron gates. Before them was yet another set of gates, lower than the last and protected by a pair of Tigerian guards covered in gleaming armor. Their spears hissed together as they approached. Their faces were hard and the opposite of friendly.

      “What is your business with the Sorad estate?” a guard grunted in Common.

      “Owner Sorad is expecting us for tonight’s festivities. Is this how you treat all of his guests?” Brenna barked and gave a reluctant show of her slaver’s card. “This is my advisor, she goes where I go.”

      One of the guards gave a faint growl, gesturing for them to pass, their spears rising to once again stand straight. The women crested the last few stairs, boots clicking on each of the great slabs of polished granite. They paused before the main door and Brenna put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t forget your role. We work together, but you must be slightly subservient to me as you are in my service. No empathy. No compassion,” Brenna whispered.

      Lillian nodded and licked her lips, pulling her shoulders back and puffing out her chest.

      Brenna wore what she always wore, form-fitting pants and a snug corset that made her tremendous bust form a deep valley. Lillian was starting to understand why she might wear that bedroom top as the weight of her breasts started to return. Lillian wore her favorite dress, a burning red with sweeping tendrils of fabric that danced behind her. She wore her hunting knives and Brenna her sword and throwing daggers, though she had replaced her taloned gloves for a pair more suitable for shaking hands.

      Brenna gave the gilded knocker a double tap, the sound swallowed in the heavy door. A few seconds later, the door swung open.

      A beautiful woman with glowing olive skin greeted them with a smile. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun, hair shining with oil. She wore a simple black dress that hugged her curvaceous shape. If Lillian were to guess, she was likely doing far more bed warming than opening doors for guests. She spoke in Tigerian, a series of grunts and short yowls.

      Brenna wrinkled her brow. “Do you perhaps speak Common?”

      “Enter,” the servant said with another warm smile, gesturing for them to pass inside.

      Brenna placed her hand on Lillian’s shoulder, gently ushering her in before Brenna. Lillian eyed a silver plaque on the door embossed with ‘The Helgar Sorad Estate’ as she walked in.

      The servant’s smile seemed like a permanent fixture. Lillian couldn’t help but pity her. All that smiling had to put a cramp on one’s face.

      They entered a wide hallway with tens of rooms branching off it. The hall was rich with thick red carpet. Enormous flickering candelabras were hung from a vaulted ceiling. The walls were a dark walnut and carved with fine details. A few decorative couches were set against the walls, appearing to have never been used. A spiraling staircase was built into the end of the hallway, curling up to the upper three levels.

      “I’ll let Hiko know you’ve arrived, Brenna.” The servant swept from the hallway, gracefully marching up the stairs.

      Lillian looked at one of the many paintings, finding nothing but blobs of color thrown on a canvas, defying any notion of realism. She couldn’t understand why anyone would pay for such drivel. In all likelihood, a princely sum was relinquished for it.

      “Art is in the eye of the owner,” Brenna commented, reading her mind.

      “It appears so.” Lillian crossed her arms.

      The thumping of boots came down the stairs, revealing a male Tigerian in a well-tailored suit. The tails of his jacket flowed down to his heels, falling between his wagging feline tail. The Tigerian bore spectacles and threw up his arms in welcome. “Brenna! I didn’t know a bounty hunter of your esteemed renown would be visiting us this evening. What brings you to us? Hopefully not a bounty,” he chuckled.

      “No, no. No bounty, Hiko. This I can assure you,” Brenna and he exchanged a quick hug.

      “Of course,” he said with a great sigh of relief. Hiko’s eyes fell on Lillian, lecherously tracing her figure. The back of her neck prickled. “And who is this? A new slave on offer? She is attractive. I think Helgar is looking for a new bed warmer. If he won’t take her, I surely will.” He laughed and clasped his hands in contemplation.

      Lillian’s cheeks surged with blood, carotid arteries flicking with her raging heart. She set her jaw so no untoward words would emerge from her mouth.

      Brenna laughed with a warm smile. “Alas, she is not for sale. She is actually my partner, my equal, and my advisor. This is Masa Thorne.”

      “Oh, a shame then. Hiko,” he said, daintily offering his fur lined hand to her.

      Lillian forced a smile upon her rebelling body. For the first time and hopefully her last, Lillian shook a Tigerian’s hand. “Masa.”

      “Come along.” Hiko gestured for them to climb the stairs after him. “Helgar is in the game room, taking in a fight. Care to watch?”

      “We’d love to,” Brenna answered while Lillian clamped her mouth down before it fell open. “In fact, it’s part of the reason Masa is here.”

      They plodded up the winding staircase, the banister thick and masterfully detailed. “If Ms…. what is your last name? I don’t believe I know it.” Hiko raised a finger terminated with a sharp nail.

      Brenna inclined her head to hide her grimace. “Brenna is fine.”

      “Ms. Brenna then. If Ms. Brenna didn’t tell you, Masa, I handle Helgar’s accounts and business transactions.”

      “Mhm. Yes, she did. An enviable position,” Lillian said with horribly feigned envy.

      Hiko let out a roaring belly laugh. “It’s certainly not for everyone.”

      “Remind me, how long have you and Owner Sorad known each other?” Brenna asked, using the proper syntax for a plantation owner.

      “I started working here when I was young, and you could almost say I was brought up by Helgar.”

      “You could also almost say you had a soul,” Lillian said under her breath.

      Hiko’s boot scraped on a step, stopping to turn and regard her. “I apologize, what was that?” Hiko asked, hand clamping on the handrail.

      “It was nothing.” Brenna slightly shook her head at her, eyes narrowed in a warning glare.

      “What did you say?” Hiko insisted. “I truly didn’t hear you.”

      Lillian slitted her eyes. “I said—”

      Brenna cut her off, speaking to Hiko. “She’s had a long day. Pay my advisor no mind.” She turned her head to seethe at Lillian.

      “What?” Lillian mouthed with a wink. Once we find Baylan, I’ll burn this den of sin to ashes.

      Hiko turned right on the third floor. He gripped the rounded handles on a pair of double-doors carved with an incredibly detailed depiction of a Tougere’s head. Lillian reminded herself that she had to maintain a stoic poise despite what horrors lay in this building. He dragged the doors open and with them came the grunts of combat.

      They stepped inside the game room. Lillian smoothed the tightness in her face and pressed her lips into a thin smile.

      Her eyes locked onto the combatants, both shirtless men and bloodied. One man’s skin was dark as tilled earth, the other’s a sunburned red. They were barefoot and wore trousers with threadbare knees. They were breathing hard, sucking in the warm air, both with rivulets of sweat and blood falling freely from their faces. They stared at each other, focused on nothing but survival.

      The marble floor was a red smear where their bare feet squeaked as they shuffled between stances. The dark man threw a punch that thumped against the red man’s face, sending him staggering and falling onto his back. The dark man wasted no time, driving a heel into his gut and another crushing his knee. The sunburned man yelped and cursed. He straddled the sunburned man, driving fists like hammers into his skull. His head yielded a sickening crunch as it was pummeled against the stone.

      Lillian breathed and forced herself to see the rest of the room. At the back was an enormous hearth that stretched about ten feet across, within it a few sorry tongues of fire. Before it was an area where furniture had been clearly moved away to accommodate the fight.

      Just beyond the fight were two long couches set to form an angle, providing a clear view of the combatants. On either couch sat a lone Tigerian, each with their backs turned and watching the horrific spectacle. At the wall to Lillian’s right were two floor to ceiling windows, both with opaque curtains that refracted the silvery light of the burning moon.

      In the middle of the room was a long table with a series of pegs for playing a game unknown to her. At the back was a small bar with a well-groomed man rigidly standing with his arms at his sides. Behind him was a shelf with at least ten glasses corked with spirits of various hues from ambers to dark greens.

      The walls were painted with a pattern of swirling golds and reds from floor to ceiling. The room was well furnished with tables bearing exotic plants, ornamented candelabras, and priceless vases.

      “Come on now, get up, you weak bastard! Put on a show at least!” a Tigerian shouted, waving a limp arm. “You better not make me lose my gold, or you’ll pay in the fields.” The Tigerian had a white mane of hair drawn up into a mohawk that swept down his neck. He wore a suit filigreed with threads of gold and silver. In his other hand dangled a pipe, trailing a line of white smoke. Lillian guessed correctly that this was Helgar Sorad.

      The Tigerian to his right watched soberly. He was plump for a Tigerian with a belly that stretched the buttons of his suit jacket. On his knee rested a tall hat with a silver buckle.

      The sunburned man scrambled onto his side and started blocking the blows of the dark man.

      “Better now. Come on then, get your lazy self up. That’s better. At least try to fight,” Helgar roared.

      Hiko made for the bar and gestured for the barkeep to pour him a glass of spirits. Brenna and Lillian stood rooted where they had entered, both doing their best to appear at ease. Brenna seemed to be having an easier time than she, Lillian reckoned.

      “Why do you want to purchase a brawler?” Helgar called, his back still turned to watch the fight.

      A groan came from Brenna’s chest. She gestured at Hiko, returning from the bar with a drink in hand. “Is this how you introduce yourself to all of your potential business partners? Perhaps Hiko could do us the honors.”

      Lillian noticed that Brenna’s shoulders were drawn up, her posture taking on an unfamiliar rigidity.

      “I’m not a Tigerian for burning time with pleasantries. Why do you wish to get into this business?” Helgar still hadn’t bothered to look at them, taking a drag from his pipe. “Please do answer the question, or I will have to ask Hiko to escort you out.” He blew out a lance of smoke.

      Brenna let out a pitiful sigh. “The honest truth is that I’ve grown bored with bounty hunting. There is no target I can’t find, none that offers me any challenge. Murder… is too easy. I’m looking to invest my marks in a new venture. One that offers a bit more entertainment. Judging by what I see here, it looks like fun.”

      Helgar whirled around to regard Brenna, his hard face breaking into a joyous smile. “It is.”

      Brenna chuckled and gave a half-bow. Her shoulders dropped down, and she planted one leg wide, kicking out the opposite hip and placing her hand upon it.

      Helgar gestured with his pipe. “Why don’t you come join me over here, plenty of room on the couch to watch the fight. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

      “Gladly,” Brenna nodded and strode over to join Helgar.

      Hiko turned to regard Lillian, once again feasting his eyes on her body. “Care to join me at the bar?” He placed his clawed hand on the back of her neck, his nails lightly touching her throat.

      “Very well,” Lillian said, inclining her head and forcing her lips into something she hoped resembled a smile.

      The fight went on. The sunburned man managed to scramble out of his bad position and seemed to be reversing the bout. Grim grunts, groans, and bones thudding against bones punctuated the room. It struck her then how hand to hand combat was merely men trying to murder each other by hurling their own bones as hard as they could.

      There was a third Tigerian she missed before, this one wearing a narrow-brimmed hat. He sat on a gilded chair against the wall between the windows, glaring at her with unalloyed malice. He was tall and lithe with a coat of black and brown spots. He held a bare dagger across his lap, thumb and index finger tracing the tip. Lillian gave him a slight nod and a pointed sneer at his feeble weapon. She wanted to scorch his eyes from his face. She wanted to watch his fur spark alight in a hail of singing fire.

      Remember your role. Brenna’s words echoed in her head. She broke eye contact, following Hiko to the bar. Hiko reached his paw into a jar of amber honey candies resting on the counter, dropping two into his mouth. Lillian looked back at Brenna and Helgar.

      “It’s an honor to meet you,” Brenna said, earnestly shaking Helgar’s hand. They were both standing inches from the brawling men, blood spattering the floor about them. The contrast made Lillian want to eject her dinner from her mouth.

      “Please, please, join us and have a seat. The pleasure is mine.” Helgar ushered Brenna to a spot on the couch beside him.

      Lillian had to remember why they were here. It was easy to get lost in this strange hell, to forget her purpose.

      Hiko leaned over the bar to address the barkeep. “Please do give our guests whatever they’d like, free of charge of course.” Hiko chuckled as if he’d made a clever joke. He threw back his drink, downing it one gulp. “Another honey whiskey for myself, and for you, Masa?”

      “Honey whiskey sounds lovely.” Lillian gave the barkeep a nod, meeting his eyes. They were a dark cobalt, his face full and well fed by his slave masters. A corner of the barkeep’s lip twitched up for an instant. He produced a flawless glass from under the counter, then gracefully opened and poured her a drink.

      “Honey whiskey for the lady,” the barkeep said in a deep voice, sliding the glass to the counter’s polished edge.

      “A wonderful choice.” Hiko grinned, once again looking her over as if she didn’t have eyes to notice. She met his leer, waiting for him to meet her eyes. He finally did, and his mouth broke into a broad smile. Hiko nodded and turned on his heels. He sauntered over toward the front of the room and took a seat beside the plump Tigerian on the couch adjacent to Helgar and Brenna.

      Lillian put her back to the bar, leaving her glass untouched. Dulling her senses in a pit of vipers would be unwise. She glanced down at her front, admiring the crisp folds of her dress.

      A vase shattered as one of the fighting men smashed the other into a table. “He’s not doing what I told him!” Helgar shouted as he stood. “By the gods, I told him not to do that.” He shook his head, waving with his pipe, embers spilling about the floor.

      The plump Tigerian near Hiko barked jeers and jabbed the air at the sunburned fighter. They were likely betting against each other, she realized.

      Lillian felt eyes on her. She swiveled her gaze back to the Tigerian, who was still staring. “Hasn’t anyone told you it’s poor manners to don your hat indoors?”

      The Tigerian scoffed, broke his dagger stare, and turned to regard the brawl.

      Helgar roared at the fighters. “Come on now! You got more than that in you!”

      The couches were both turned such that Lillian could see Brenna’s grim expression. Almost everyone watched the fight unfolding with a stony countenance. Everyone except Helgar.

      The dark man managed to again get the upper hand, straddling the sunburned man, and raining blows onto his mangled face. The sunburned man reached his arms for the dark man’s throat, trying and utterly failing to strangle him from his back. The dark man batted his hands away, gripped one sunburned arm tight against his chest, then turned his body such that it was perpendicular to the sunburned man’s torso. The dark one held the sunburned man’s arm tight to his chest with both arms and dropped onto his back, heels tight against the opposite underarm and side of his head. The dark man dragged the other man’s arm straight, then drove his hips up into the air until the sunburned man’s arm yielded in a grisly snap, elbow turning backwards.

      He screamed, eyes screwed shut as he feebly tried to reclaim his ruined arm. The dark man let it go, scrambling back over him to straddle his whimpering figure.

      “Finish it!” Helgar screamed.

      The plump Tigerian roared at him in Tigerian, violently gesturing at his disfigured fighter.

      The dark man drove two squelching fingers into the sunburned man’s eye socket, face twisting with disgust as he did it. He tore the eye out, producing a sound of snapping twine, flicking it onto the floor. The downed man stopped fighting and started madly shrieking, his legs writhing. His working hand protectively covered his weeping wound as the other arm uselessly flopped when he tried to move it. His legs batted at the ground, slapping at the soddened mess.

      The dark man fell from the sunburned man’s hips, face aghast. He raised his hands before his face, bloodied hands quivering. “What have I done?” he breathed in Common, voice becoming a scream. “What have I done?”

      Helgar dragged something bright and chrome from a circular table between the couches. He tossed it onto the floor beside the dark man, striking the floor with a clatter. “Finish him off,” he ordered with ice in his veins.

      The dark man’s body shuddered, eyes shifting to a double-sided hand axe resting on the floor. He wrapped his hands around the leather wrapped haft, raising it high with a grimace.

      “N-no!” the sunburned man cried, twisting onto his side.

      With no hesitation, the winner drove the axe down, chopping mercilessly through the other man’s throat and thumping into the wooden floor. Blood sprayed from his neck and speckled the nearest wall.

      The barkeep fumbled a bottle, and it shattered on the floor. “I apologize, sir!” he quickly said from behind her with an astonished gasp, but Helgar ignored him. The barkeep vanished behind the bar to presumably clean the mess.

      The sunburned man twitched as the life pumped from his body. The victor raised the axe again, hacking through the last of the man’s neck, beheading him.

      Helgar laughed, and Brenna mirrored him while clapping. “Well done, well done!” Helgar whooped.

      The dark man’s eyes were wide and vibrating, axe tumbling from his blood-slicked hands. He slowly rose to stand, staring down at his victim, gulping down the room’s fetid air.

      The plump Tigerian yowled in frustration and sprang to his feet. He gave the sunburned corpse a harsh kick, then started tugging at his shimmering whiskers.

      “I do believe I’ve won again,” Helgar said with a triumphant smirk.

      The plump Tigerian gave the headless corpse another series of kicks, one directed at the severed head, sending it rolling across the priceless carpets.

      Brenna watched the spectacle with glazed eyes, forcing a laugh and a smile when she sensed Helgar watching her.

      Helgar patted the dark man on the back. “Once again you’ve served me wonderfully. Go to the bar and get whatever you want. Larlock!”

      “Yes, master,” Larlock called, rising up with bits of glass collected in a dustpan.

      “Give the boy whatever he wants. He earned it today!” Helgar grinned down at the corpse.

      “Yes, master,” Larlock said quickly. “Whatever he wants.”

      Helgar regarded Hiko, pointing with his pipe. “And Hiko, send him one of my personal bed warmer’s, and instruct her that she is to take good care of him as if she were with me. After he gets cleaned up of course.”

      “Naturally, Helgar,” Hiko said with a slight bow.

      The dark man lumbered for the bar, dripping a path of blood. Lillian watched him approach. His face was empty and devoid of all emotion. Hiko slapped him on the shoulder as he passed, giving a pleased laugh.

      The plump Tigerian snatched an overcoat from the couch and angrily wriggled his arms into it, then jerked the high collar up against his neck.

      “Honeyed Ale,” the dark man muttered, thumping his chest against the bar a foot to her left. Lillian made no effort to move. He gave her unabashed sneer and a slight shake of his head. The iron tang of blood and ancient sweat came with him in a cloud of stink.

      “Enjoy,” Larlock said, bringing up a bottle and uncorking it.

      Lillian had no choice but to acknowledge the disrespectful gesture. She narrowed her eyes, though made no effort to face him. “Careful where you shake that head; might find it removed from your body too.” She said it loud enough that Helgar would hear, bringing a broad smile to his feline lips.

      The dark man took a quick swig, then sauntered through the double doors, bottle hanging limp from his scarlet hands. Larlock quickly worked to scrub away the blood smear he’d left, his rag producing a series of annoying squeaks.

      The plump Tigerian handed a stuffed pouch to Helgar, who gave it a few appraising hefts and making the marks within jingle. The loser shuffled his way over to the bar, seeming to grow in girth as he approached. He blew out his feline lips, narrowing his big eyes at the array of bottles. “Brandy Shrub,” he grunted, then turned to look at Lillian, who met his stare.

      Larlock retrieved a long and narrow bottle filled with a scintillating greenish-blue spirit and poured him a glass. It had a pleasing aroma of mint, earth, and chocolate. The Tigerian took a sip, then regarded her flatly. “Good. What is your name?”

      “Masa,” Lillian replied, shifting her gaze to her hands resting in her lap.

      “And are you able to write your name? Can you perhaps spell it?” the Tigerian asked with a mocking smile.

      “Could write it with your own blood,” Lillian said it low enough so that only he and Larlock could hear. Larlock’s eyebrows went up as he put the bottle of Brandy Shrub back on the shelf.

      The plump Tigerian sneered at her, then downed the last of his drink in one gulp. He started for the door. “This one! Careful, Helgar, she has fire in her belly!” He chuckled with amusement as he swept through the doorway, not knowing the truth of his words

      The Tigerian who had been staring at her started working the peg board in the center of the room, carefully placing a handful of wooden dowels the length of short swords into drilled slots.

      Helgar slowly made his way to the bar with Brenna trailing him at his back. Brenna sent her a hard smile that reminded her of her part. Had she perhaps heard her? “What is your name, humie?” Helgar asked with a friendly smile and a voice that held an undercurrent of cruel strength.

      “Masa,” she said flatly, still as a statue.

      “Masa,” Helgar said slowly, tasting the sound. “A strange name. So, you two want to get into humie fighting, do you?”

      “We do,” Brenna said with her arms pressed behind her back, rising onto her tiptoes.

      “Where did you buy her?” Helgar asked. He tapped the charred remains of his pipe on the bar counter and started refilling it with fresh tobacco. Larlock dutifully brushed away the remains with a glinting crumb sweeper.

      Brenna grinned, joining Lillian on the other side of the bar standing across from Helgar. She leaned over the counter, overtly showing the deep furrow of her breasts. “As I’ve said, she is not mine, but a free woman, a fellow slaver, now serving as my advisor in my new business interest.”

      Helgar shifted his gaze between the women, a sly grin playing on his lips as if he plainly saw through their ruse. He lifted his pipe toward Larlock who lit a fire striker, gracefully lighting it. The tobacco crackled in the dim light. He started pacing, making a wide girth half-way towards the hearth and circling back, his footfalls scraping on the carpet. “And you’re the expert,” Helgar scoffed at Lillian. “Please, do tell me what makes you an expert on the subject. My ears are primed.”

      His arrogance. His pitiless stare. She pressed it down the best she could, slowly turning to look him directly in the eye. “You ask far too many questions.”

      Helgar’s mouth slipped open, head tilting. The Tigerian playing the peg board dropped a dowel, rolling like thunder across the floor. He set his gaze back on her, eyes drawn to lethal slits. “Did she just say what I believe she said?” The Tigerian snatched the dropped dowel from the floor, uncaring as his narrow-brimmed hat fell from his head. He gave the dowel the length of a club a threatening tap into his palm, striding across the room for Lillian. “Seems she needs manners.”

      Helgar raised his hand, eyes boring into Lillian, halting the other in his tracks. “Not to worry, Sofor, we’re just getting to know each other.” He gave Lillian a hard nod with the semblance of a smile twitching at his lips. “I’m not offended nor can you offend me.”

      “Pardon me, Helgar. I would appreciate it if you would direct your communication to my advisor through me,” Brenna said with an appeasing smile.

      Helgar turned on his heels, giving Lillian his back. It took a tremendous effort not to slit his throat. He pointed at Brenna with his pipe, smoke swirling like phantoms. “You need a drink. Can Larlock get you anything?”

      “Why, yes! That would be wonderful,” Brenna said, breaking into a laugh. “Ginger whiskey if you have it,” she said to Larlock.

      “Wonderful indeed. I’ll have a plum wine with a splash of brandy. No, make that a large splash, if you would.” Helgar took a drag from his pipe and blew a plume of smoke toward the ceiling.

      Larlock worked in grim silence, drawing up a pair of crystal clear glasses and pouring their drinks.

      “Brenna,” Helgar huffed and dragged out a stool from under the bar counter, then plopped onto it. “I know you are a well-seasoned bounty hunter and a respected slaver. We’ve had a few business dealings in the past, and I only wish the best for you. I want to make sure this… expert here only has your best interests at heart.” He put his hand to his chest.

      Brenna grimaced as if in pain, rising to stand and sauntering over to stand before Lillian and Helgar. She peered into his eyes, her expression made of stone. “I did not come here seeking your advice, Helgar. I came here seeking high-quality humies for brawling. I’m here for business, not trivialities.” A smile slowly spread across her mouth, though it did not touch her eyes.

      Larlock slid a glass of plum wine before Helgar, swimming with gradients of amber and violet. He did the same for Lillian, her whiskey glass edged with a slice of fresh ginger that cut at her sinuses.

      “I’m not ready to discuss business yet.” Helgar took a pull from his pipe and sip from his drink. “Sofor, Larlock.” Helgar flicked his fingers at them. Sofor grunted and made for the door. Larlock followed, closing it behind them with a click.

      “If I must do business with you, then I must do business with both of you. Very well. Hiko tells me you came by my fields earlier today and didn’t see any humies you saw fit for brawling. Is that right? You didn’t find any of my specimens impressive, I’m told.” Helgar frowned.

      Brenna pressed her lips into a line and gave a contemplative nod. “Not for what you’re asking for them, no.”

      Helgar froze and stared at nothing as if running through calculations. His face brightened, eyes flicking up to Brenna. “Then our business is over. I won’t sell my best fighters.”

      Brenna hinged at her hips, leaning over with a conspiratorial smile. “What if I made you an offer, one you may even consider absurd.”

      Helgar took a long drag from his pipe, eyes narrowed. “I’m listening. And what sort of offer is absurd?”

      “Masa, how much are we prepared to offer for the right brawler?”

      Lillian met Brenna’s eyes, gleaming with the prospect of victory. They were in. Lillian twisted in her chair, turning to regard Helgar. “For the right brawler. Fit, strong, free of major wounds and disease… we could offer maybe ten thousand marks.”

      “Well now, you most certainly have garnered my attention,” Helgar raised his drink with a smile.
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      Lillian, Brenna, and Helgar were joined by a dozen of his sniveling sycophants to tour the Oakmourn Plantation grounds. They seemed to be an unruly mix of servants, guards, and taskmasters. Distinguishing the differences between the last two proved to be a challenge. At the back of the group was a line of about twenty human slaves lumbering in chains.

      The group embarked at sunrise after a morning supper of elixir and golden honey cakes. It surprised her how alike the tastes of Tigerians and humans were, but then supposed it shouldn’t. Lillian and Brenna rented a room about a mile away from the plantation, unwilling to risk sleeping in the jaws of their enemy. They reluctantly met Helgar at the mansion before dawn to partake in the meal. They did, after all, have to keep up appearances, Brenna reminded.

      The sky was an azure tapestry threaded with hints of clouds. Verdant grasses rustled and swayed. The occasional tree provided a patch of shade. Hooves clopped, and Tougeres padded at the earth. They followed a curling dirt road that cut through an uncultivated section of land at the far eastern side of the plantation.

      “What a marvelous day,” Brenna said, gesturing up at the sky.

      Lillian grunted in agreement, cool air coursing down her back and wicking away the start of the day’s sweat. Kalli had proven to be good natured thus far, and she could only hope she stayed that way. If she were to show some measure of weakness, even in the handling of her mount, it could be an exploitable chink in the armor of her act.

      Helgar leaned back in his carriage, pointing out the variety of crops raised in the distance of his vast estate. Hiko sat across from him, legs crossed and one arm draped across a plush cushion. A Tougere with gray and white stripes obediently pulled the cart. Lillian watched as its great striated muscles shifted to and fro, plodding under the heavy tack. Its twin fangs were so long they sometimes scraped the earth as its head bobbed with each step. They were both fearsome and magnificent creatures.

      “Now, if you’d look over here, you’ll see we’re starting to grow our very own variety of elixir. The taste is a bit off, but I have my best breeders working on it.” Helgar swept his arm in an arc.

      Lillian didn’t look. She was searching every tired face bending over crops for the one that would light her heart, but alas, she had yet to see Baylan. Maybe the ledger Brenna had acquired was wrong. Maybe it had been somehow forged. They hadn’t seen all of the mansion, so there was still hope that he might be there, but the dim light of her hope was slowly dying.

      “Indeed, it is a beautiful morning, Brenna,” Helgar said with a contemplative sigh, staring out like a king presiding over his minions.

      “I don’t believe you could ask for better.” Brenna laughed, eyes flicking over the landscape. She was searching too. Lillian spent an hour last night drawing a sketch of Baylan’s countenance so Brenna knew what to look for. It was an oversight from their visit last night. She prayed an opportunity to find him hadn’t been squandered.

      “Care to join me for a ride? I just had the interior refinished by the tailors of Spimourn.” Helgar gestured for his Tigerian driver to bring the carriage to a halt. The trailing group came to shuffling stop from behind, producing a few grunts and growls.

      “Oh. I’d love to, but what about Stanley?” Brenna scratched the back of the horse’s neck with one hand.

      Helgar raised two fingers into the air and barked out a sharp whistle. A man came running up, bowing and groveling at the side of the cart. He wore soiled rags, patched and threadbare with hardly enough material to protect him from the sun. “Take care of my guest’s mount and do care for him well.” Helgar pointed at Stanley with his pipe.

      “Yes, master,” the man bowed, then scampered around the front of the cart.

      “Thank you. I suppose I must oblige,” Brenna said as she climbed off. “If he’s being stubborn, you can bribe him with apples and carrots,” she said to the man taking his reins.

      “Yes, my lady,” the enslaved bowed a few times, gingerly escorting Stanley to stand beside Lillian.

      Lillian narrowed her eyes at Sofor, always staring, always judging with his cruel eyes. She followed his stare. He was scowling, not at her but at Brenna joining Helgar.

      Brenna started to climb into the carriage. “Thank you for the honor,” she said, accepting Helgar’s welcoming hand.

      “Nonsense, the honor is all mine,” Helgar said. He tipped a broad-brimmed hat to Lillian, ornamented at the front with knots of gold. “Masa.” Helgar grinned.

      Lillian gave him an acknowledging nod, remembering what Helgar had said to them at dinner last evening after they had piqued his curiosity. He had jabbed his pipe at the air when one of his guests tried to work their way into the conversation. “I was speaking with one of my associates whose profession is a doctor of human anatomy. He believes there are some humans who might have potential to best a Tigerian, granted our invasion of Zoria just shy of five hundred years ago had proven that patently false.”

      “Midgaard repelled the invading Tigerian force, hadn’t they?” Lillian had cut in. They most certainly had, though not without Midgaard sustaining thousands of lost lives. The invading force left hundreds of Milvorian artifacts behind, items infused with the Old Magic. Some were mere trifles, others with the strength to level mountains. The most powerful Milvorian artifacts had been gathered and collected in the halls of the Silver Tower.

      Helgar had stabbed his pipe at her, raising his voice. “That’s not the point. The point is we retreated of our own accord, and the greater point is that the doctor believes there might be maybe one in fifty-thousand humies who could rise up and best any of his Tigerian foes. An exceptional humie. Could you imagine such a thing?”

      Lillian tore into a warm roll, jaw working at the oversized bite. She’d forced her gaze at the blurring guests dining about the great hall. Forks and knives tinkled against plates. Human servants swept between tables, pouring wine, and refilling water glasses. She wanted to watch it all crumble in a conflagration fueled by her hatred and the Dragon’s tireless rage. She could sweep it all away, turn it all into a heap of ash.

      Helgar droned on. “Exceptional free humies like yourselves, I fear, are growing in numbers. Though Brenna’s kind has always found a place in Tigeria, despite her freedom.” He’d let out a dark snicker. “Those serving in your capacity… advisors,” he scoffed. “Are becoming far too numerous. I suppose that maybe you are one of the one in fifty-thousand.”

      Hiko had let out a nervous laugh, and a hush fell over the round dining table.

      Lillian swallowed her bread and took a long sip of amber wine. “Maybe.” She’d shrugged. The shoulder of her evening gown fell down her arm. She dragged it up, cheeks burning with an influx of blood.

      “But perhaps… maybe not.” Helgar had laughed, and everyone laughed with him. Brenna gave her a hard grimace as if she were a misbehaving child.

      Lovely day, isn’t it, Masa?” Helgar gave her a sly smile, gaze tracing her up and down, drawing her attention back to the plantation.

      Hiko tilted his head at her, regarding her with shrewd eyes.

      “Every day alive is a good day,” Lillian replied, stroking Kalli’s mane. She noticed the buckle on one of her stirrups needed to be adjusted as the leather strip was on the verge of slipping out. She dismounted and bent over to fix it.

      A taskmaster glared at her. “You keep up with tour. Lazy humie scum. No time for that now,” he barked in broken Common. A few of his compatriot taskmasters let out bellowing laughs, hands resting easily on their favored weapons.

      Lillian chuckled under her breath. Anger plowed through her veins like magma through the vast ocean. It pushed up her throat and scorched her mouth. She seized the Dragon in her grip, flickering behind her eyes. In a burst of clarity, she released just enough of its power until its fire wouldn’t show in her eyes, merely lending her physical strength. They laughed and laughed, their harsh voices cutting at her mind.

      She blew a breath from her nostrils, turned from Kalli, and marched toward the taskmaster who had berated her. She couldn’t show weakness. The grin fell from his face, a fuzzy eyebrow arching in challenge. In a burst of speed, she gripped both rider and saddle, dragging him from atop his Tougere and sending him careening onto the ground with a yowl. The Tougere roared, rising onto its hindquarters.

      Lillian drew her hunting knives, gleaming murderously bright. Sofor started to unfurl a lash from his hip, and Lillian dashed to his side before he could raise it, one dagger pressed against his throat. “Touch that weapon, and my blade tastes your blood.” She lowered her voice. “And by the Dragon are my blades thirsty.” His Tougere’s eye flicked to her, regarding her with what she considered curiosity. Sofor’s mouth fell open, his neck craning back as she pressed the blade enough to draw a bead of his blood.

      The Tougere whose rider was clambering up, sat on its haunches like a dog, waiting beside his master.

      Helgar bolted out of his seat, hands raised. “Everyone just take a breath. I saw it all, and you all got what you deserved. Put those blades down now, Masa. We can carry on civilized.”

      “No… are you… did you see?” Sofor sputtered. Lillian drove the blade a bit harder, turning his face to the sky lest his throat be slit.

      “I said we carry on civilized! Did you not hear me?” Helgar shouted. “You! Take your hand off that sword.” He gestured at a Tigerian taskmaster at her back. For him, she had a fireball prepared in her mind, a heartbeat away from crackling to life.

      Lillian’s eyes found Brenna. She slightly shook her head, plump lips pressed into a white line. Her hands were by her side, twitching an inch from the throwing daggers at her thighs.

      Sofor slowly opened his hand, dropping the lash on the ground. The taskmaster behind her obediently sheathed his sword.

      “Good slaves. Do what your master tells you,” Lillian whispered to Sofor, a ferocious smile painted on her face. In a flash of dexterity, Lillian sheathed her daggers, stepping away from him.

      “If everyone could stop antagonizing my business associates, that would please me greatly. There are no enemies here. Here, we’re all the same for now. Is that understood, Sofor?”

      Sofor grunted, one side of his mouth twitching. “Understood.”

      “You, get back on your Tougere. You’re holding us up,” Helgar sighed.

      “Think that bitch broke my wrist,” the Tigerian taskmaster muttered, bracing it with one hand. He glared at Lillian.

      “You’ll be alright.” Lillian winked at him, a genuine grin pasted on her face.

      “Sofor, would you please help Niqam back on his Tougere,” Helgar crossed his arms.

      Niqam let out a whine. “Wrist really hurts. Going to let this humie bitch get away with that?”

      Sofor leaned from his saddle, scowling at her. “Got lucky, bitch. Yes, you did. You have Asrath’s own luck.”

      “You better listen to your master,” Lillian said with a small smile. “Might need a bandage for your neck… I can put it on for you if you’d like.”

      Sofor set his jaw, then forced it to relax so he could speak. “I can see you and I are going to become great friends. Maybe we can walk to the armory tonight, sharpen our knives together.”

      “Sounds lovely. Perhaps we could walk arm in arm,” Lillian said with a raised eyebrow and a smirk.

      Sofor’s hard countenance broke into a laugh. He heeled his Tougere into motion, chuckling.

      “Let’s finish this tour, shall we?” Helgar motioned for his carriage driver to carry on.

      Lillian nodded at Sofor and spat from the side of her mouth. She climbed back onto Kalli’s back. The group plodded onward, taking in the endless estate.

      They approached an ancient tree whose height easily reached a hundred feet into the sky. A canopy of branches draped down against a section of muddied earth then curled back up to reach the sun. They entered under the canopy of branches, the air cool and providing a measure of relief from the sun.

      Lillian’s head was on a swivel, gazing at every soiled face. She almost fell from her saddle when she saw him. Baylan sauntered beside her, grinning and laughing, silky hair ruffling in the breeze. His skin was clean and bright. He wore the same outfit he had on when they first touched the shores of Tigeria; billowy blue trousers, a cream tunic, a heavy black cloak.

      She knew it wasn’t real. It was a vision, her mind betraying her and giving her what she wanted most. He followed her, his laugh joyous and deep. A thick branch came between them, and he did not emerge from the other side. She’d fallen far behind the group and rode up to join the tail end of the slave gang. She set her gaze back on the road, the smile slipping from her face.

      She felt eyes on her, digging into her back. She slowly turned, expecting to perhaps find Sofor but found a man in overalls, glaring up at her on Kalli. He disdainfully spat. “Is there something you’d like to say?” Lillian prompted.

      “No. Got nothing to say,” he said quickly, shifting his gaze forward, and trudging with a limp.

      “Perhaps my blades might need to cut the words from your mouth.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” the man muttered.

      “Then don’t look at me unless I speak to you. Do you understand, slave?” Lillian said harshly. “If I find you looking at me like that again, I’ll make sure you never forget me.”

      Lillian heeled Kalli into a gallop, riding along the line of downtrodden slaves. She raised her voice so they could all hear. “I know most of you don’t know who I am, but you should know I’m far worse than any of your Tigerian masters. You’ll regret testing me. Almost spilled your master Sofor’s blood. Keep your eyes off me, and all will be well.” As she traveled farther down the line and approached the carriage, she raised her voice so Helgar would hear. “Don’t fuck with me, and I won’t kill you, understand?”

      She saw Helgar watching her with her peripheral vision. She drew up at the rear of the cart as Helgar swung about to speak to Brenna. “Your associate has an iron hand… for a humie,” Helgar said with a grin. Hiko chortled.

      Brenna laughed, shaking her head. “She indeed can be fiery. Now you see why I keep her around.”

      Helgar peered back over the carriage’s ornamented edge, giving Lillian a tip of his hat.

      Brenna leaned her elbows on her knees. “Would you perhaps mind if we stopped for a moment? I need to speak with Masa. I fear that she may make a hasty purchasing decision when you show us your finest brawling specimens, and I want to make sure her head is clear.”

      They stopped. Lillian dismounted as Brenna approached her, striding off to the side of the road with Kalli for some privacy. They both leaned their backs against her, facing a large tract of root vegetables.

      “What is it?” Lillian asked as a formality, guessing this was because of what she just said to the enslaved.

      “I can confirm Baylan is indeed here, at Oakmourn. Helgar mentioned his name, and you were right, he is working as his personal librarian,” Brenna whispered.

      A flutter passed through Lillian’s heart. She swallowed, shifting her gaze between Helgar and Brenna. She opened her mouth to speak, paused, then asked, “Are you certain it’s the same Baylan? My Baylan?”

      Brenna tilted her head. “I can’t be certain, but it is a rare name and an odd coincidence that he is tending to his books, wouldn’t you agree? Naturally, it is unwise for us to make assumptions, but in this case, I think it’s worth the risk. But that’s not why I’m here.”

      Lillian groaned. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologize to me. This is for you, remember. Master yourself. Don’t get so carried away with your need for vengeance. Not now, not yet. The time will come. Don’t ruin your chance to find him. Don’t forget why we’re here.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Lillian hissed. “You think I could possibly forget?”

      Brenna quickly nodded “Yes, yes I do. Retribution can cloud anyone’s good faculties. Stop antagonizing Helgar. You’re not making this easy. He said he thought about having you hung.”

      “What? Well, he can go ahead and try,” Lillian seethed.

      “Listen to what you’re saying. This is not why we’re here.” Brenna stared at her wide-eyed. “You’re going to ruin everything. Play the game. And don’t show your power or you’re likely to get us both killed. Do you not think he has Equalizers? Do you know how fortunate you are that you were not discovered back there?”

      “I…” Lillian had no words. Once again, Brenna was right, but there was a spot where she was wrong.

      “I value my life and don’t intend to die in these corrupted lands. Think about more than just the world beyond your heart,” Brenna said, jabbing her in the chest with her taloned fingers.

      “Ow!” Lillian whispered, throwing her hand off. “Helgar likes me. I’m holding his interest and his curiosity, both of which are difficult to grasp. We need it to stay close to him,” she said inches from Brenna’s face.

      “And you think the best way to do that is to abuse these ruined men? You were like them once, have you forgotten?”

      Lillian gave Brenna a hard stare. “Do you recall the time when I killed my first target? When you gave me the bounty to kill a Tigerian before his innocent child? You didn’t care then about what we did to that youth, slaughtering his father before his eyes. You remember that, don’t you?”

      Brenna gazed to her left with a heavy sigh, shaking her head. “Yes, of course I remember that,” she snapped.

      Brenna looked back at her, and Lillian gave her a level stare. “You told me then that, sometimes, the light could only be reached after crawling through the mud. Now I’m getting muddy. Understand?”

      Brenna rolled her eyes. “You’re taking what I said far too literally, but I guess that is what I said.” She blew out her cheeks and raked a hand through her luxurious dark hair. “See you back at the mansion; don’t want to test Helgar’s patience.” She motioned toward him with her head.

      After about another half-hour of easy riding, they approached a forest’s fringe and entered its fold. Great ferns draped over a well-worn path, dappling lances of sunlight. The wind drew faint rustles from their dagger leaves as they twitched and swayed. Their gnarled branches held coiling vines laced with wispy moss, some hanging low like an inviting hangman’s noose.

      The road was narrow and its edge held at least ten years of rotting fronds. The rotting mounds were topped with fat pastel mushrooms resembling the colors of Shroomlings in the Zorian continent. These did not move like Shroomlings when approached. Shroomlings were humanoid creatures that stood no taller than a man’s hand. Their heads resembled mushroom caps used as camouflage. They typically fled in terror when one drew too close.

      For a moment, Lillian was glad Baylan wasn’t traveling with them. He would have spent the last hour delaying them while he examined every new bit of flora and fauna. She gave an inward laugh at that, pulling a smile from her cold expression and feeling how hard it had been. She was finding this role too easy to play.

      She knew they were drawing upon the living by the smell of shit. Both man and Tigerian alike twitched their noses in disgust. As predicted, the road opened into a clearing with a shack, a well, and a smoking latrine that was ready to be buried. She wanted to gag.

      Frogs sang a chorus from some unseen body of water. Parrots fluttered between the branches, their feathers a garish mix of blues, reds, greens, and violets. It was as if they had been suddenly transported to another realm.

      A shirtless Tigerian sauntered around from the edge of the latrine as he tugged up a pair of threadbare trousers. He hummed a strange tune that only a drunk or an invalid could produce. He drew a flask from his pocket and took a sip. A drunk then. He froze at the edge of the shack, staring at her with his bisected feline lips hanging open. Lillian slowly turned to flatly regard him, steeling herself for the inevitable comment about her freedom.

      Another Tigerian emerged from the shadows of the shack, eyes slitted against the light. Given his expression, she assumed they must’ve woken him from a nap. He wore heavy overalls with a tan shirt beneath. On his waist was a belt with a long knife and various carpenter’s tools. His eyes went wide as he found her, producing a snicker from Lillian.

      The group carried on. At the other side of the shack was a pair of Tigerians working a two-man saw through a log. They both halted at seeing Lillian on horseback. One of the pair ambled over to her, wiping off sawdust matted in sweat among his ocher fur. He peered up at her as if inspecting a mortared pillar for cracks. Lillian set her jaw, staring back, and daring him to comment. He only stared as she passed. She slowly and deliberately turned her gaze back to the road.

      A female Tigerian standing at the edge of the forest had an axe over her shoulder, behind her a partially chopped tree. She wore a heavy cloak over a lithe figure. She stared too. And when Lillian met her stare, the Tigerian’s eyes viciously narrowed, axe hand flexing against the wooden haft.

      A deep growling reached her ears, drawing her eyes ahead. Three Tougeres clawed at the base of a tree. Between a pair of thick branches perched a man staring down at them in abject horror. Their giant claws ripped strips of bark free as if it were made of dirt. Behind the Tougeres were three Tigerians laughing at what was apparently something humorous.

      The group halted to observe the cruel spectacle at Helgar’s behest. Lillian rode up behind the triplicate of Tigerians, scoffing in disbelief.

      Helgar clapped and rose to stand. “Lovely work. It appears my dedicated hunters found our escapee. Why would you be so foolish to try escaping? You know no one ever leaves unless I permit it.” He placed his hands on his hips.

      “I can’t fight men anymore, Master Helgar. I simply can’t do it; it’s not in my nature. Please don’t make me do it anymore,” the man whimpered as a Tougere leaped, raking away ragged strips of bark inches from his bare feet. “Please, Master Helgar, anything but brawling.”

      Helgar stabbed the air with his pipe. “Indeed, you can! You might be the worst among my fighters, but it doesn’t mean you can’t get better. You see, the joy of life is constant improvement.”

      The man pressed himself back against a branch as another Tougere leaped, jaws snapping and spittle flying.

      Helgar gave a high-pitched growl. “Nezo, would you please call them off? Their damn growling is making it hard for me to think.”

      Nezo had a long mane of white hair standing from his head down to his neck. He gave a hard nod to Helgar, then barked out a series of whistles. The leaping Tougeres relented, then started circling the tree. Each of the three Tigerians mounted a Tougere, drawing them about ten feet back from where the man took gulping breaths.

      The ragged Tigerian hunters from the outpost clustered in a knot on the edge of the road. They watched the scene unfold with amused smiles.

      Once the Tougeres had been controlled by their masters, Helgar continued. “You listen to me now and remember who I am. Climb out of that tree.”

      Hiko shook his head in disdain, standing beside Helgar. Brenna bit her lower lip, peering out between them from the carriage.

      “Right, okay,” the man huffed and clambered down to the ground. “I did what you said, Master Helgar,” the man said with an appeasing smile. “See? I can listen.”

      The growling in Helgar’s chest seemed to magnify in intensity. He swung the door of his cart open and stepped down, polished boots reflecting the sun. He slowly walked towards the man, brushing off nothing from the lapels of his crisp suit jacket. The man watched him, tongue circling his sunburned lips.

      A piercing shriek called from a pair of parrots. A dark cloud slid before the sun, casting the world in a grim light. Leaves crunched under Helgar’s boots. He stopped before Nezo, studying the trembling recaptured man. “How long did it take you to find him?”

      Nezo, the lead hunter, mumbled something in Tigerian, incomprehensible to Lillian.

      “How far did this one make it?” Helgar tugged at the tails of his jacket, leveling his gaze at the hunter.

      Nezo responded, the tone of his voice sounding regretful and his posture shrinking.

      Helgar stiffened his back, jaw flexing and hands wringing. He nodded a few times and peered up at the trees, eyes finding the pair of parrots. “Hiko!” Helgar barked over his shoulder. “Who was he scheduled to fight next week?”

      Hiko responded in Tigerian, producing another nod from Helgar who approached the man. Helgar wagged a pointed finger at the captured slave, lips drawn to a grimace.

      “I c-can’t do it anymore. I’m not a fighter. I was a philosopher, a writer. Can’t do it,” the man said, bursting into tears. His cheeks were scraped, knees bloodied, hair matted with plant matter.

      Lillian flexed her jaw so hard she thought her teeth might shatter. Her nails dug into her palms, one drawing blood.

      Helgar turned to regard Brenna and Lillian. “My hunters here, they’re good. They always find the runaways, they do.” Helgar’s eyes lingered on Lillian with a note of accusation. She blinked at him, forcing her face into stoic calm. Did he know? No. He couldn’t.

      Helgar heaved out a sigh, turning back to face the captured man. Rivulets of sweat streamed from the man’s temples and pattered from his square jaw. “Are you aware that my brawling operation is a business?”

      “I’m aware, sir— master,” the man stammered.

      “Are you aware that I’ve invested a hefty sum to acquire you? When I invest my marks, I expect a return as that is the very nature of an investment. But sometimes your investments do not work, and you must cut your losses before they become more severe.” Helgar leaned close to the man, no more than a foot between them. “It’s important to learn to like the small losses.”

      “I-I won two fights,” the man stared at his feet.

      Helgar gripped the man under the collar, dragging him within an inch of his face. “Where were you off to? To withdraw the rest of the funds to refund me for the other six brawls I expect from you?” That drew a roar of laughter from every Tigerian while every human was tight-lipped. Helgar screamed in his face, “Was it perhaps to drain the funds from your overstuffed bank box?”

      “C-can’t do it. C-can’t do it anymore,” the man broke into gulping sobs.

      “C-c-c-can’t do it anymore!” Helgar imitated, shoving him to the ground with a growl. The man crumpled like his bones had turned to dust. Helgar snarled and withdrew his pocket square, unfolding it, and using it to wipe the nothing from his hands. He let it fall from his fingers with a long sigh, fluttering and landing on the man’s heaving chest. He squatted down beside him. “You ran. You must pay for that. You must understand that this is a business operation.” Helgar slowly stood, giving the brawler a resigned shake of his head.

      Lillian realized it was the same man who had fought and won last night. Her stomach churned bile up her throat.

      Helgar turned his back and walked away, stopping about ten paces from him. A gust of wind blew spiraling organic debris around Helgar’s legs. He turned again to face the man, spreading his arms wide. “Well, where is it? Where is the refund for what I paid for you?” he asked with nonchalance.

      The man wiped a line of snot from his nose, rising to all fours, then sitting back on his heels. He stared at the earth as Helgar berated him.

      Strange yowls and yelps of laughter resounded from the hunters, gathered together like a pack of dogs. Their Tougeres were transfixed by the escaped man, some occasionally making a lunge for him, but reined back by a jerk on their spiked collars from their masters. She slowly peered over her shoulder to look at them, watching and laughing with unalloyed cruelty.

      Brenna stood from the carriage, cleared her throat, and shouted, “Helgar!” Everyone’s attention flicked to her. A broad smile crawled up Helgar’s mouth. “I will refund you from my own coffers.”

      “You’ll give me what he owes?” Helgar crossed his arms and cocked his head at Brenna.

      “Mhm.” Brenna nodded, cupping her full hip pouch, making the marks within jingle.

      Helgar sauntered towards her, thumb pointing over his back. “You’ll pay over a thousand marks for a brawler who’s all but used up?”

      Lillian chomped at her inner cheeks, drawing a surge of hot blood. She sucked it down. “No. No, she won’t. As your advisor, Brenna, I can’t recommend that. She’s just growing tired of you wasting our time with this matter. If you’re going to do what needs to be done, you might as well get on with it. I’m getting bored of it too, and there are few things worse than boredom.”

      A few chuckles rang from the hunters and Helgar’s sycophants. Helgar tugged on the first button of his high-collared shirt.

      Lillian continued. “We won’t pay a single mark for this used husk. He can’t fight because his spirit and confidence are both long broken. It’s plain to see he is all but useless. Do you not agree, Brenna?”

      Kalli shuffled beneath her, maybe sensing her fraying nerves. The words weren’t hers, but she had to play the part to win Helgar’s trust. He didn’t get to where he was without hardened scruples. This might be a test, and if it was, they needed to pass. And if it wasn’t a test, she was more than prepared to kill if it brought her closer to finding Baylan. There were always a few stray arrows before they found the bullseye. Sometimes they hit bystanders.

      Brenna’s tongue slid across her upper teeth, hand falling from her coin pouch. “As you can see, Helgar, I have a great need for continuing to employ Masa. Often, my soft heart gets the best of me.” Brenna sat down in the carriage, throwing an easy arm over the chair back beside Hiko.

      Nezo slowly walked to stand behind Helgar at his shoulder, hand resting on the hilt of his sheathed blade. Nezo stared at Lillian, expression unreadable. Helgar gave a stiff nod to Brenna, regarded the whimpering man, then set his gaze at Lillian. Helgar clapped his hands together and approached her, speaking in a low voice. “I must apologize for Nezo’s hard stare. He’s not familiar with one of my fighters fleeing. Typically, it’s just the farmhands who are so bold. But I think what truly piques his curiosity is a free humie on horseback.” The ghost of a smile flickered on his face. “Now, I don’t suppose you will have any objection regarding how I care for my possessions?” he asked, looking up and into her eyes.

      Lillian stared back, face forcibly relaxed from years of training her expression in the Silver Tower. It was a skill that almost every veteran wizard was taught for working through diplomatic issues. “What’s yours… is yours,” she said with a limp shrug.

      Helgar grinned at her. “Nezo, let the Tougeres eat.”

      Nezo let out a grim snicker, hurrying back to his knot of hunters. The hunters whooped and squealed with excitement, realizing what was said. They each gave their Tougeres a few fierce tugs on their collars, then let them go. The beasts roared with anticipation, the sound rumbling through Lillian’s chest. Their great bodies pounded over the distance, sinews flexing under skin tight as a drum.

      The doomed man stared at Helgar, facing his fate with unaffected poise. The Tougeres pounced on him in a flash of white claws and flexing muscle. Their giant mouths clamped onto his limbs, teeth like swords plunging through his flesh. One had an arm, and the other two his legs. They each drew back onto their hindquarters, savagely pulling and producing loud pops as the man’s limbs were dislocated. The Tougeres wagged their heads from side to side, trying to tear the man’s limbs free, unnaturally twisting and flopping in their jaws.

      The hunters gathered about the beasts, yelping, and cheering at the slaughter. Brenna rose from her seat. Her face was colorless, eyes shifting. The enslaved gang turned their heads and shuffled their feet, knowing it could’ve been any one of them. Helgar lowered his chin at the sight, eyes narrowed as the man shrieked and begged for a merciful death.

      Lillian was the fourth Tougere, sinking her fangs into his heart. She forced herself to watch, to listen as he suffered, to do anything but turn away. She was his executioner. She watched as his limbs were torn from his body in ragged strips. She watched as blood streaked the earth around him, pumping from what remained of his torso. His screams would haunt her until the end of her days, always there in those few moments before she drifted off to sleep.

      Brenna turned away from the sight, hand clasped tight around her mouth.

      Helgar chuckled at Lillian. “It seems your employer is not fond of seeing humies dying.”

      “It’s not that. She’s just not used to seeing them being torn limb from limb by Tougeres,” Lillian said distantly, setting an icy stare on Helgar

      Helgar nodded. “Oh.” His mouth opened and closed like a fish, searching for his next word. “And you are?” he asked, expression blank.

      Lillian set her gaze on the man’s twitching corpse. The Tougeres tore ragged sections of flesh and bone from his torso, growling at each other as they vied for the largest portion of flesh. “I’m just a bit more familiar with savagery than she is. If he was an example of one of your better brawlers, I must say I’m less than impressed. That’s three hours of riding that I’ll never reclaim.”

      Helgar’s dark countenance broke into a friendly chuckle. “Come on then,” Helgar beckoned then climbed back into his cart. He hailed for his driver to continue.

      Lillian heeled Kalli into motion, starting back on the path.
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      The chained slave gang who had followed them to the farthest point from the mansion was left with a handful of taskmasters in a field of sprouting potatoes. On each quarter of the grounds were dormitories where the enslaved slept. Lillian knew what those were like. The roofs leaked with the odd bout of rain. The walls spewed frozen air at night. The floors were covered in makeshift mattresses made of sacks stuffed with hay. Despite the air movement, it did nothing to abate the odor of unwashed bodies. Everything and everyone reeked like ancient, crystallized urine. Sleep came in gulps and spurts, and the sun always rose long before it should have. The work started with empty bellies and empty hearts.

      They finished their tour of the grounds by mid-afternoon, suffering through Helgar’s endless prattling about his business ventures. He had a diversified array of businesses from farming, human brawling, tailoring, and even blacksmithing. He had the manacles for his slaves made on the Oakmourn Plantation and realized he could sell them to the realm with enough production.

      Brenna bore the brunt of his conversation, though she was clearly shaken from the slave’s murder. She was unable to respond with more than one or two words and a grimace. Helgar didn’t seem to notice. As they approached the mansion, he commented how pleasant their conversation had been.

      The gilded stonework of the mansion shone brightly in the sun, glinting with infused crystals. A new group of about a dozen sycophants awaited their arrival. The majority of the group were servants from the mansion, all well-dressed and well-fed, the opposite of those working the fields. The servants wore crisp white shirts and dark trousers, all with hardly a single wrinkle. There were a few taskmasters among them, hands twitchy for a reason to use their lashes. Regarding dress, the taskmasters didn’t look much different from the enslaved working the fields, sporting torn trousers and rumpled shirts with a spattering of stains.

      Tall grasses flanked the road, gently swaying in a warm breeze. Helgar’s cart crunched under stones while hooves and paws thumped. Helgar took a long pull from his pipe, giving a nod of approval at his blossoming fiefdom. Lillian felt a presence watching her. She slowly swiveled her gaze toward the grasses and saw what she knew she would find.

      The illusion of Baylan stood there, rigid as a statue, watching her with wrinkled brows. She knew it wasn’t real, but she looked anyway. He raised his hands and cupped his palms together as if in contemplation. She blinked, and his arms were at his back. He gave a slight bow. She blinked again, and he was gone. Hope was clouding her mind with phantasms of a dead past.

      A lean elderly man trudged out from the mansion’s double doors, arms held behind his back and his chin raised at the approaching group. A thin strip of white hair ran down his chin and curled along his jawline. He wore a wine-red vest over his porcelain shirt and had a gold chain hanging from his belt. He was perhaps working as the manager of the lower level servants, Lillian guessed by the way he barked out something that might have been orders. As the group drew to the mansion’s front, Lillian heard him berating a servant for having his shirt untucked. The manager’s eyes found Lillian’s, and his mouth went wide, eyes seeming to double in size.

      He took a steadying grip on a nearby handrail like he might have fallen over without it. Lillian couldn’t help but let a chuckle escape her lips, drawing a dagger stare from Sofor. The manager’s expression became a frown, deepening into a scowl etched with lines of rage. Lillian drew up beside Brenna, now mounted on Stanley, and they both exchanged glances of shared humor. They stopped behind Helgar’s cart as he greeted the manager with a wave of his pipe.

      “Haru! Come on down at meet my new guests,” Helgar called to the manager.

      Haru limped down the front stairs, favoring one leg, the other shriveled down to the size of a Tigerian child’s, supporting himself with a cane. He started speaking in Tigerian, but Helgar beckoned for him to speak in Common. His hair was a dark gray rimmed in white, face traced in angry lines. “So, this is what happens when I’m sick for a few days? Humies on horseback,” he scoffed. “Now I think I’ve seen everything. Who are these strange folk?” Haru spoke in a voice far too loud.

      “You’re doing it again,” Helgar cocked his head at Haru.

      “Sorry, master, my ears are getting worse by the day,” Haru said, voice drawing down to a whisper.

      “A bit louder,” Helgar raised his palm, grimacing in annoyance.

      “Better? Like this?” Haru asked.

      “Just right.” Helgar nodded. “Feeling better now? I bet you’ve missed me.”

      Haru waved him away with a strange chortle. “Oh certainly. Like a thief misses a knife in his back.” Everyone but Brenna and Lillian bellowed out with great peals of laughter. Haru ambled his way around the cart to Helgar’s side, gripping its edge for balance. “I miss you like I miss having clods of sand in my smallclothes.” Their laughter dwindled down. “Now who are these guests, Helgar?”

      “I am Masa. And this is Brenna,” Lillian answered, drawing Haru’s withering gaze. “If there is something you’d like to know about us, we are more than pleased to answer.”

      Haru gaped, shifting his attention back and forth between Helgar and Lillian. “You better show your betters some respect or—”

      “Now, now, Haru. Did you not hear me say these are my guests?” Helgar scolded.

      Haru’s eyes narrowed further. “I know, but—”

      “Guests,” Helgar said again, pressing Haru’s mouth closed with two fingers under his jaw.

      Haru trudged over to Lillian, glaring up at her, his eyes blazing. “If you don’t show the master some respect, I’ll tear you from that mount and—”

      “Haru, Haru, Haru!” Helgar barked, rising to stand from his seat, hands resting on his hips, causing his jacket to part.

      Haru froze in his tracks, a rumble thrumming in his chest.

      “What did I just finish telling you?” Helgar said. Haru turned back to face Helgar, lowering his head as the growling faded. Helgar continued. “These women… are free. They are business associates, and you will treat them like any of my other business associates. Like any other Tigerian you may serve in your employment.”

      “These… these humies?” Haru balked.

      “That is correct, Haru, these humies are benevolent slavers. You have nothing to fear from them. Masa, Lillian meet Haru. He can be a little brash, and for that, I must apologize.” Helgar reached out to give Haru’s hunched shoulder a squeeze. “He doesn’t care much for the likes of humanity. Hates himself more than he likely hates you. Isn’t that right, Haru?”

      Haru shrugged. “Suppose that’s right. But Helgar, why do you feel as if you must conduct business with them? Humies… it’s not natural.”

      Helgar shook his head, his long white whiskers twiddling. “What part about these are my guests did you not understand? These are clients, and you will treat them as if they were any other Tigerian. Understand?”

      “Yes, master. I understand. But why…?” Haru scratched his head, and dandruff flaked onto his back. His hair traveled down to his shoulders in waving gray curls.

      “It is not your duty to understand the ‘why’ of the thing. I do the thinking around here. You do the working. Do you understand?” Helgar growled, hands gripping the carriage’s edge.

      Haru swallowed then bowed. “Yes, master. I-I understand,” Haru conceded.

      “They’re going to spend the night here. Please, go ahead and prepare them rooms,” Helgar said, relaxing back into his chair.

      Lillian raised her eyebrow at Brenna in question. She gave her a slight nod, confirming that they would indeed spend the night. She supposed that was the only way they could explore the mansion if Baylan was here.

      “They’re going to spend the night?” Haru balked, his wrinkled hands balling up tight. “These humies? Them?”

      “They’re not like ordinary humies,” Helgar sighed, looking up at the sky. “Is there a problem with my words, Haru?”

      “Everything will have to burn when they leave. Their very presence will contaminate the rooms. Filthy humies, in your house?” Haru shook his head in disbelief.

      The fact that he was human was wholly lost on him. Lillian wondered how a man’s mind could become so corrupted, so twisted with loathing for his own kind. She wondered what severity of self-flagellation would be required to carry on in this manner of existence without slitting one’s throat.

      Helgar raised his voice, eyebrows drawing down. He stabbed his pipe against Haru’s chest. “Your only concern is handling my guests. The world is mine to burn, and I’ll burn it when I choose. Get out of my sight and get their rooms prepared!”

      Haru swallowed. “Yes, Master Helgar. Right away.” He threw a scowl over his shoulder at Lillian before shuffling back up the mansion’s front steps. “Can’t believe you’re going to let humies stay in your house. This world is going from horrible to worse,” Haru mumbled loud enough for all to hear.

      Helgar spread his arms toward the women, an apologetic smile spreading up his face. “Hard to find good help these days. Sorry about that, ladies.”

      “Not a problem.” Brenna grinned. “You had told me earlier that you had recently acquired a new librarian. I would like to speak with him. I always enjoy a nice conversation with a scholar.”

      Lillian’s mouth went dry as sand, and blood roared in her ears as she anticipated his answer.

      Helgar raised his pipe. “Ah yes, Baylan. He has recently developed a rebellious side. I had to put him in the box to remind him who his master was.”

      Baylan. Baylan! He said Baylan. Brenna was right! It took every measure of Lillian’s practiced self-control to master herself in this moment, to remain still on her saddle. They could have Equalizers, she thought, remembering Brenna’s warning.

      Brenna threw her hair back with a crisp laugh. There was a hollowness to it, a place where her laugh had changed. “The rebellious ones can be troublesome to break. Do you think I could converse with him this evening?”

      “Well, I don’t see why not.” Helgar shrugged, then turned toward the mansion. “Haru! Get Baylan out of the earth box, would you?”

      Lillian worked her tongue around her mouth, sticking to her inner cheeks. She adjusted and re-adjusted her grip on Kalli’s reins.

      Haru had just crested the top of the stairs. He turned about with a resigned nod. “Of course, master.”

      The next two minutes were the longest of her life. Haru trudged toward an opening in the ground about twenty paces away marked by a well-worn path through the tall grasses. The earth box was a simple and horrific construct. It was a pair of wooden doors built atop a narrow box with hardly enough room to contain a cramped man. The afflicted could spend days in there under the scorching sun. If you were lucky, you were taken out just long enough to gulp down the offered water before being forced back in. It was rare for someone to be taken out alive. She found her hand raising toward her mouth, but pressed it back down to rest on her saddle’s pommel.

      Helgar caught the gesture, eyes briefly narrowing, then turning back to watch as Haru started working the lock open on the earth box.

      “May I ask what your man did to deserve his punishment?” Brenna put her arms behind her back, pushing her breasts out and drawing Helgar’s attention.

      “You may.” Helgar clapped his hands together, eyes lingering on her chest. “He tried to run away. They never learn, no matter how many times you show them the folly of their ways.”

      “With three others!” Haru yelled from the distance. His ability to hear was apparently selective.

      “When did they escape?” Brenna casually asked.

      Lillian caressed the Dragon in her heart, which was beckoning for her to seize its fury in her iron grip. It wanted blood, fire, and destruction. She could be its conduit. She could end them all.

      Helgar took a drag from his pipe, blowing smoke from one side of his feline lip. “A few days ago. My hunters found them last night, shortly after you left. You put me in such a swell mood that I decided not to feed him to my Tougeres.”

      “Well, that is mighty fortuitous. Masa, didn’t you have a penchant for scholarship in your former profession?”

      Lillian collected herself, rage melting from her veins. “I… yes, I did. It would be nice… to hold palaver with a scholar again.” She even smiled at Helgar.

      Haru yanked at a series of locks, each producing a squeal as rusted steel cylinders separated.

      “He should be useful to you tonight then. He’s hardly been in there a day,” Helgar grinned, rising onto his tiptoes. “After tonight, he’ll have to endure at least eight more days for a proper punishment. A shame he likely will not survive. I was almost starting to like having him around.

      “You are most kind,” Brenna said, inclining her head, a murderous smile tickling at her cheeks.

      Helgar grinned in kind. “Anything for my guests. You, get him cleaned up for my guests,” he said, gesturing at a servant who bowed in acknowledgment. “Send him to Brenna’s room once he’s been hydrated and smells fine. It’s been a long day of travel, ladies, and I must take my afternoon rest. Please do make yourselves at home.” Helgar gave a slight bow to both Brenna and Lillian. “Hurry up would you, Haru!” he yelled as he swept through the mansion’s entryway.

      Haru glowered at Helgar’s back. He bent down and started drawing open the first of the double doors.

      Lillian dismounted from Kalli. Earth swirled around her boots. Was this a dream? Another vision? Was this her Baylan? She took a few steps toward the earth box, her legs feeling like they were no longer hers. Her heart smashed against her ribs. She breathed deep, but each breath wasn’t enough. She dared not blink.

      Haru’s arm interminably lifted the door as if he were dragging it through a world encased in honey. The door’s squealing hinges roared like dying Tougeres. Haru inverted a bucket of water over the box.

      A voice within screamed and choked.

      Baylan! Is that you?

      “Get up! Up, you lazy bastard! Up!” Haru stabbed at the man in the earth box with his cane. A taskmaster drew up behind Haru, bent down and dragged the man out, who was screaming in agony.

      Baylan writhed in the taskmaster’s arms. He tried to stand but slumped over as his legs failed. He was nude, skin red as a boiled crab, speckled with bleeding blisters. There was something around his neck. It was an Equalizer crystal dangling from an iron collar. He was a withered version of himself. Each intercostal space between his ribs clearly defined, throat all sinews, cheeks pitted in deep hollows. The flesh around his arms was drawn tight around his bones, showing every curve and tendon. His hair had fallen out in patches, showing a few bald spots in his once glorious mane.

      “Baylan,” Lillian whispered, a tear gliding down her cheek that she quickly dashed away.

      He let out a horrible, hoarse scream. His legs flopped at the earth, head tossing. The taskmaster shifted Baylan onto his hip and Haru limped over to his side. Haru drove a fist into the back of Baylan’s neck, knocking him out in the taskmaster’s arms. They dropped him into a wooden wheelchair, reducing him to a sack of silent bones. Haru pointed, and the taskmaster gripped a pair of handles at the back of the chair, driving him toward the back of the mansion.

      Lillian turned away, regarding the ground lest she did something she regretted. If she acted now, there was a high chance she might injure her beloved and ruin everything. There was also the risk of setting off the Equalizer crystal and Baylan bearing the blame. When a wizard tried to draw on either the Phoenix or the Dragon god’s strength within an Equalizer crystal’s vicinity, it would glow with bright pinks, no matter who wore it. Some only worked in close proximity to a wizard. Then there were some Equalizers, albeit rare, that could work over almost a quarter mile. Lillian wouldn’t put it past Helgar to have only the best marks could buy. If she acted now and successfully drew the Dragon, they would be chased forever by Tigerian bounty hunters, and they would never find peace.

      “Damn it,” she hissed, lowering her head in defeat. She lifted her eyes to find Brenna watching her, giving her a nod and the inkling of a smile. Baylan was alive. Baylan was here. She nodded back and mouthed thank you.
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      Baylan watched as the dinner table was set. Three men placed three burning candelabras each with three candles upon the dining table in unison under Haru’s watchful eye. They were dressed in silken blacks and trimmed in glowing whites. They swept through a door at the other end of the room. Behind them came six women, setting down plates before empty chairs in practiced unison. And behind them came six men, laying crisply folded cloth napkins to the right of each plate. The procession of servants carried on in graceful elegance, setting the table with forks, knives, crystal glasses, ornamented soup bowls, appetizer plates, dinner plates, dessert plates, glasses for wine, and glasses for elixir. Baylan would’ve been part of their numbers if tonight wasn’t so different.

      Baylan stood beside Haru at the wall closest to the table’s head. The candlelight didn’t reach them, leaving them cloaked in shadows. His skin was agony, every shift of his body re-igniting his burned skin. He’d only been in there a day, but the very air temperature of the earth box was enough to start cooking his skin. His eyes stung and were constantly weeping thick tears. His spine ached, and his hips screamed for him to sit. He dabbed at his eye with a soiled cloth, stuffing it back into his pocket before Haru could scold him for it.

      The pressure of his body through his polished shoes made the blisters on his feet weep pus. He noticed his neck, tuning into the awareness of the iron collar securing the Equalizer crystal. He sucked his cheeks in, frowning at the taste of blood. He was a dog, maybe worse than a dog because at least dogs were petted. He tugged at the lapels of his navy-blue suit jacket, admiring the smooth texture of the fabric he would likely never feel again. He felt like a court jester being prepared to be presented for the king’s entertainment. His hair was slicked back and oiled, skin clean as a new babe.

      His mind felt like it was coated in a layer of heavy mud. His thoughts emerged from some place foreign. Time stretched to infinity in that timeless, scorching darkness. There was a time when his thoughts were easily accessible, every bit of knowledge at his fingertips. He knew much of this was a symptom of dehydration as his body shunted what precious liquid it had to its vital organs.

      He sipped from a glass of water. That beautiful liquid slipped down his throat, coating it in its cooling bliss. It was transient. After tonight, he would be back in the earth box, slowly dying in that simmering prison. Everything appeared the same, yet tonight would be different. One of the master’s guests wanted to see him, and he had no choice but to oblige the master.

      After yesterday’s failed escape, he resolved that it was his final attempt until he had an infallible plan. He was spared while his only friends, Biggs and Morgan, we’re fed screaming to the Tougeres. The Tougeres were only animals doing what animals did. He didn’t blame them for shredding the flesh from his friends’ bones.

      It felt the semblance of humanity that remained in his heart was being slowly stripped away like layers of an onion. Haru was drawing terribly close to his once protected heart with every savage act. He blamed himself for the demise of his friends. He’d convinced them to join him in his escape, greatly underestimating the prowess of the hunters. They weren’t fast enough to outrun them. He thought them mentally soft and easy to fool, but he was wrong. He was truly foolish enough to believe he could outwit the Tougeres with false scent trails. Their sense of smell was too good and his odor impossible to mask.

      Here he was, and his friends were dead. Everyone was dead. Why he still remained was an unresolved question.

      Baylan’s eyes traced the crown molding running about the perimeter the room, beautifully carved with hundreds of gaping Tougeres’ heads. Each corner held an exotic fern he had never seen before his time here. Their leaves were barbed and would scoop up passing mice, shredding them and slowly digesting the rodents over a period of weeks. One wall was lined with parted windows, showing the dull blue of the ending daylight. From the back of the house, the kitchen roared to life. Chefs screamed at apprentices and pots clanged and cook fires flared.

      Sofor appeared at his side, resting his cruel hands on his hips. “Follow me,” he grunted, snatching a candelabra from the table as he passed. Baylan inverted his glass, swallowing the remaining water in one gulp before setting it on a serving table. Haru growled at Sofor as they departed from the dining chamber, calling for a replacement candelabra. Baylan followed him up the winding staircase to the third floor to the guest’s quarters. They left the din of the kitchen and the milling servants behind.

      The third floor was quiet as a tomb. Its halls were wide and adorned with wainscoting. Candles flickered from wall sconces shrouded in glass globes, casting everything in an amber glow. Sofor led him to a closed door, pausing before knocking and casting a sneer at Baylan over his shoulder. “Suppose I don’t need to remind you to do as they ask.”

      Baylan swallowed and gave a deep nod. Fear wriggled in his guts like crawling maggots, making its presence well known. He thought fear had abandoned him when he was put in the earth box. He thought that maybe fear knew it was no longer needed. But fear had returned. What horrors awaited him on the other side of this door?

      Sofor knocked, then started adjusting his collar as he waited for the occupants to respond. A woman opened the door. Her hair shone like obsidian and curled around a long face with a strong jawline. Her eyes were a deep gray swimming with strange red flecks. What he noticed most about her was her infectious smile, broad and genuine.

      “Good evening,” she said, inclining her head. She wore a simple black dress that hugged her hips and plunged between her full breasts, leaving her shoulders bare. He noted that along her chest and shoulders were a bevy of scars. One appeared to be the relic of an arrow’s puncture, another a sword cut, a third a burn. She had to be a slaver, although certainly not an ordinary one. Perhaps a warrior from the Far Islands. Baylan’s eyebrow arched in curiosity.

      “Brenna, this is Baylan Spear,” Sofor grunted. The bastard managed to place a smile on his lips for her, flashing his sharp teeth. Sofor had put him in the earth box and had been more than pleased at doing the honors. He seemed to take great pride in torturing men.

      Brenna drew the door farther open, laughing and studying him for a long moment. “It’s a great pleasure to finally meet you, Baylan.” She gestured for him to enter. “Do come in. I’ve heard many wonderful things about you.”

      Sofor let out a placating laugh. “It is rare to find a humie-man who can read, write, and knows a bit about the world. An ignorant race on the whole.”

      Brenna’s lips formed a line as she gave Sofor the semblance of a laugh, ending with a faint scowl. Brenna shifted her gaze back to Baylan, her expression softening. “I can see how you’ve inspired Helgar to keep you, how you could incite one’s passions.”

      Did this woman want to bed him? It was perhaps not the worse he could ask for. He looked deep into her eyes and saw something else there. It might have even been love. Baylan could see that it wasn’t love for him, but a love for someone else, the love born of friendship. He felt his heart skip a beat. Lillian? Could it be? No. There was no use resurrecting dead hopes and abandoned dreams.

      Sofor cleared his throat. “Brenna seeks a scholar to converse with. You are a scholar, and so you will talk to her. If you try anything…” Sofor’s hand flicked the leather strap on a club hanging from his belt.

      “I-I know,” Baylan bowed, remembering the crunch of that wood against the back of his head. His ears rang for a week after once defying Sofor’s command.

      “And you are indeed a scholar?” Brenna asked, brows drawing down.

      Baylan’s mouth fell open, but no words came. Something was wrong. He didn’t know why he felt this way, but he learned long ago to trust his instincts.

      “Answer her!” Sofor drove an elbow into his ribs.

      Baylan doubled over in pain, water trying to push its way through his lips. He swallowed it down, mastering his rebelling guts as his skin rolled in waves of agony. He slowly rose up, collecting himself. “I was… am a scholar, yes. Of the Silver Tower,” he said, fingering the Equalizer crystal.

      “Don’t touch that! Do I need to remind you again?” Sofor’s club whispered from his belt loop, twirling in his hand.

      “Please, there is no need for that,” Brenna said with a raised hand. “If you club him, he will be unable to concentrate on the matter at hand. I need him present, for now. Please, do come. We will see you later this evening, Sofor.”

      Baylan passed through the threshold. Sofor started to say something else, but Brenna closed the door in his face. She turned the lock, producing a click.

      Baylan found he was liking this Brenna. He stood with his arms behind his back, eyes properly lowered with trained deference. Each of the twelve guest rooms were duplicates of each other, the principal differences being how they were furnished. The walls were adorned with a few oil paintings of famous Tigerians. There was a squat armoire made of heavy oak. Across from it stood a sleigh bed carved from a block of solid wood.

      “You must be thirsty. Would you like a drink?” Brenna gestured to a decanter on a round table, beside it three glasses. Who was the third glass for? He nodded and briefly raised his eyes to meet hers. “Please.”

      Brenna strode over to a table set before a fireplace ornamented with marble tiles. He admired the wiggle of her round behind. She turned and offered him the filled glass, stepping half-way across the floor. Baylan caught sight of a strange pair of gloves beside the water decanter. The fingertips were gleaming and honed to lethal sharpness. Was this a Tower assassin? Why would they send the Swiftshade for him? She still had her hair and her skin pigment. Not a Tower killer then. Unless they had done away with the Test of Stones…

      Baylan bridged the distance between them, hand raising to take the glass, but Brenna didn’t let it go. Their fingers touched, warm and pure. “You have nothing to fear,” she whispered, releasing the glass. “Now tell me, what do you know of Helm’s Reach?” she said in a loud voice. She whispered again. “I’m sure Helgar’s help is listening, so go on, and I shall continue speaking.”

      “Helm’s Reach is an ancient city, established before the Tower was erected…” Baylan started, uncertain.

      Brenna sat on a stiff ottoman in front of the bed and crossed her legs. “We have traveled long to find you,” she whispered, leaning close. “We share a mutual friend.” She sat back and raised her voice, “Tell me of its people, their culture.”

      Baylan shook his head, confusion wracking his brain. What was this? He continued. “The people of Helm’s Reach are principally divided between into halves, those who worship the Dragon and those who worship the Phoenix god.” He sipped from his glass. He felt like he needed about ten more of these before he would feel normal again.

      “This is a rescue,” Brenna whispered.

      Baylan took a long gulp from his glass. A rescue? he mouthed, then raised his voice once again. “The people often bicker about which god they believe is superior. On rare occasions, their bickering escalates to bloody altercations.”

      “You have a friend in Tigeria, a friend we share,” Brenna whispered with a mischievous grin.

      “All of my friends are dead,” Baylan replied in an equally low voice, shaking his head.

      “Not all of them,” she voiced a soft laugh, switching her crossed legs.

      “Then… who?” he asked, eyes feeling hot as embers in his skull.

      “I sadly am sworn not to tell you. She… prefers to make things more theatrical than I think necessary.” Brenna said, rolling her hands.

      Baylan’s breath caught it his chest, tears spilling down his cheeks. “Wh-where is this shared friend?”

      Brenna rose to stand and thrust her hips out to stretch them. “Please hold that thought. I must go to the privy.” She snatched a sword belt from the bed. “Sorry, my paranoia gets the best of me,” she said, hefting the belt. “You must do something for me.”

      “What?” he asked, wiping his cheeks with the back of his hand. Could it be? Could it actually be her?

      “You must stay quiet. If you yell, shout, or scream, this will go poorly. Do you understand? You’ll ruin everything we’ve worked for.”

      “I understand,” he breathed, nodding.

      “Good.” Brenna raised her hand and twiddled her fingers. She entered the privy and closed the door behind her. Baylan gripped his glass with both hands, ears straining, eyes unblinking. A few seconds later, the door to the privy creaked open.

      Lillian stood behind it, hands resting easily at her sides. “I heard you’ve been quite the mischief maker.”

      Baylan sucked in a great breath. It was indeed her. She was really here. She wore a resplendent dress of bright scarlet cut in a variety of angles, revealing her lean abdomen, shoulders, legs, and chest. At least ten tendrils of jagged fabric fluttered between her wide stance like a peacock’s crown. It was wonderful, and it was wholly Lillian.

      Baylan’s heart roared in his head. The edges of his visions shimmered with pulsing blacks, and his limbs felt suddenly weak. The glass slipped free of his numbed fingers, shattering on the floor. “Oh no,” he whispered. His legs wobbled, and the world went away.
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* * *

      Brenna was seated at the middle of the dining room table. Lillian sat to her left, Sofor to her right, and across from her was Hiko. At the head, naturally, sat Helgar. Dinner had been served moments ago, consisting of crackling horse meat and a bright medley of vegetables served on gleaming porcelain plates. Behind them stood Haru, Baylan, and two other servants, poised and readied to provide service to Helgar’s guests. The room was bright from candlelight flickering from the candelabras on the table, sconces on the walls, and low hanging fixtures from the ceiling.

      Brenna swallowed a piece of heavily seasoned meat and chased it with a glug of red wine. “The best brawlers we’ve seen so far from our tour yesterday were Kaede, Gezoz the Puller, and what was his name…?” Brenna raised her glass, swirling wine up to the rim. She gave it a sniff with her mouth parted, producing a glimmer of a smile.

      “Nezur,” Lillian added, working her fork and knife through a tough section of meat. Despite the toughness, it was delicious.

      Brenna gestured with her glass. “Why do they call him Gezoz the Puller, anyway? A strange name.”

      Helgar raised a glass of clear spirits and took a sip. His long mane of hair was oiled and slicked back. Upon his suit jacket’s lapel, he’d pinned a pair of violet flowers. “Where these names come from is anyone’s guess, I suppose. Perhaps he was the best at pulling weeds, and the name simply held.” Helgar laughed, and everyone chortled in kind. Lillian was compelled to join them in his vapid joke.

      Brenna poured some salt from a shaker into her palm, then dropped a pinch on her meat. “We know that Kaede is your best brawler, and you’ll never sell him. That’s more than reasonable, as I’d likely do the same. He’s an excellent fighter, his kicks devastating and punches… merciless. A man after my own heart.”

      “No, no.” Helgar gestured for his glass to be refilled, and it was promptly taken by Haru. “The three of them are excellent fighters in their own right, each with their own brand of strength as you’ve rightly observed.”

      “Kaede is clearly the most proficient,” Lillian said without looking up, cutting into another piece of meat. “The other two are acceptable, but Kaede holds our interests.” Lillian looked up to find three of the servants looking at her with raised eyebrows, quickly lowered.

      Haru shuffled up beside Helgar, placing a new glass of spirits beside his plate. “Did you hear her? You’re going to let her—”

      “What did I tell you?” Helgar snapped, glaring up at Haru.

      Haru sighed and gave a resigned nod, then sent a hate-filled scowl at Lillian.

      Brenna gestured with her fork. “Despite being new to humie brawling, I do have some experience with fighting myself. I recognize skill when I see it, as does my advisor.”

      “Of course, how could I forget?” Helgar placed a slice of meat in his mouth, swallowed after hardly being twice chewed. Helgar drank half of his water glass in a single gulp.

      Baylan shuffled over to Helgar and topped off his glass, careful not to spill a single drop. He poured out the last of the decanter into Hiko’s glass, then used his back to push open the door leading into the kitchen. Lillian dared to look and met his eyes, exchanging slight smiles as he departed.

      Brenna continued. “The right fighter needs to have showmanship. People tend to bet more on one with a certain affinity to spectacle.”

      “Affinity? What does this mean?” Haru stood at Helgar’s shoulder and leaned into Helgar’s face. Helgar shifted him away with a gentle press of his dinner knife into his ribs.

      “A liking to,” Helgar answered, nodding at Brenna for confirmation.

      “That’s correct. I want someone who draws large bets,” Brenna added.

      “An interesting idea. I see you have an eye for marketing your wares, given the way you dress your… advisor,” Helgar said with a mocking smile. He shifted his gaze to Lillian, regarding her with a greedy leer.

      Brenna gave a sharp laugh. “Well, that’s not entirely accurate, as Masa is free to dress herself as she chooses.”

      “Now, that is strange.” Helgar laughed, gracefully forking another bite of meat into his mouth. That produced a few accommodating chuckles from his sycophants.

      “As we said upon arrival, we are more than willing to pay a princely sum of marks for the right fighter. Now, there is nothing wrong with Gezoz the Puller or Nezur, but they don’t have what Kaede has,” Brenna said, sipping from her wine glass. “Kaede has what we want.”

      “My illustrious guest, I wish you to know there is no Tigerian who better appreciates the draw of a large bet than myself,” Helgar said, pressing a fuzzy hand to his chest, triangular ears twiddling.

      “No one,” Haru echoed, leaning over Helgar’s chair back, one eye twitching.

      Helgar shrugged. “Naturally, the most critical element of humie fighting is one who can win. Gezoz the Puller and Nezur will get you that without a doubt. Kaede takes risks and risks do not guarantee wins. Winning should always be your primary concern if success in business is your proclivity. Once you have a portfolio of winning fighters, then you should start branching out into the elaborate.”

      Hiko nodded enthusiastically, passing his attention around the table.

      “What I am attempting to say is, that as a veteran of the business, your priorities are skewed,” Helgar said, waving with both hands.

      “Mhm. Priorities,” Haru mumbled beside Helgar.

      Brenna nodded. “Perhaps you are correct, Helgar.” Baylan returned from the kitchen, and she raised her hand, gesturing for him to come and fill her glass. His eyes went wide, and he stiffened. He gathered himself a second later, gliding over and topping off her water.

      “I hope my scholar has provided adequate entertainment,” Helgar said with a questioning tone and raised eyebrows.

      “Oh quite. He’s wonderful, a store of knowledge,” Brenna quickly answered.

      Lillian sipped from her wine glass, doing her best to keep the majority of her attention on her meal.

      Brenna laughed. “I can’t tell you how great it has been to have someone to discuss the history of Zoria with. There are truly countless fascinating accounts. I’ve gone so long without such a conversation… well, it’s been much like a glass of fresh water after a hard day’s work.”

      “I understand,” Hiko chuckled.

      Helgar gestured at Hiko. “Hiko wouldn’t know, he’s never done a hard day’s work in his life!” Helgar roared with laughter. Haru joined in, bellowing in joy over everyone.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Hiko muttered through forced laughter.

      Lillian shook her head with abject contempt. Idiots. Were they truly blind to how much she and Brenna hated them?

      “I don’t know,” Sofor’s gruff voice cut the air. “It seems your philosopher, scholar, however you wish to describe this creature only has eyes for Masa. He’s looked at her at least nine times now.”

      Baylan swallowed, raising his head in alarm as he refilled Hiko’s glass. He made his way over to Sofor and refilled his.

      Brenna laughed uproariously, drawing everyone’s eyes. “It surely must be a ruse to get to the better of us. I must concede that Masa is the wisest and easiest on the eyes between the two of us.”

      Lillian gave a stiff nod, pressing a smile through her tight lips.

      “No, no,” Helgar waved. “You’re beautiful… for a human. You must not be so negative about yourself, Brenna. You’ve done great things in your time, especially with your skill for eliminating enemies of the Empire.”

      Haru’s keen eyes shifted from Lillian to Baylan then between them again as Baylan pushed through the kitchen door, hefting his emptied decanter.

      “Well, there is always that.” Brenna’s laugh dwindled.
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* * *

      A flickering candelabra was set on a round table in the adjacent room, a staging room between the dining room and the kitchen. Baylan refilled his cloth wrapped decanter from an enormous jug that took two hands to properly pour, and even then, the risk of it slipping from one’s hands was high.

      Haru shuffled through the door, and with him came the tumult of dinner conversation, fading just as quickly as he shut the door behind him. He pressed his hands on the table for support, leaning on it and glaring at him in the glow of candlelight.

      “Do you know that humie? Not the slaver, but the other one? Masa?” He leaned in close, watching his every movement.

      “Whom?” Baylan met his eyes and failed to stifle a nervous smile spreading up his cheeks. He flicked his eyes at the decanter, laying his attention on the task at hand.

      Haru snarled. “You humie bastard. You know exactly who I’m speaking of. Maybe more time in the earth box will help your memory.”

      “The woman sitting at the table?” He shrugged, expression mastered. “I don’t know who she is, and I’ve never seen her before.” He replaced the cork on the jug.

      Haru leaned in so close he could feel the warmth of his fish breath on his cheeks. “You don’t know her? Have never seen her?”

      “No,” Baylan said flatly, leveling an iron stare on Haru. Behind his eyes was a blossoming warmth he had almost forgotten, the strength of hope and the urge to fight.

      “No?” Haru prompted.

      Baylan bit his inner cheeks. “No, master.” He lowered his eyes, regarding the spread of items on the table. There were replacements of every item if a guest were to drop a utensil, glass, or plate.

      Haru stared at him for a long, endless minute. Baylan looked at the utensils, seeing his desperate reflection in every polished curve.

      A derisive laugh emerged from deep within Haru. His laugh became a wicked cough, then reverted back into an even more sinister laugh.

      If only Baylan could touch the Phoenix, he’d summon a portal between Haru’s torso and sever it into squelching halves. He wondered if he would find that humorous too. Baylan wasn’t much of a killer, but he would do what had to be done, when it had to be done.

      He finished his laughter with a tired sigh. “You wouldn’t be so foolish to speak a lie to my face, would you, Baylan?” Haru asked, thick eyebrows drawn. “Have you seen what I do to liars and those who speak empty words?”

      Baylan gave an adamant, fearful shake of his head. “No, master.”

      Haru raised himself upright with a pained grunt, body trembling as he settled his balance. “You say you’re not lying.” He inspected Baylan, looking him up and down for some sign of deceit, but Baylan mastered his limbs. Haru turned his attention to the door and rested his hand on it to push his way through. “Back to work,” he muttered, giving Baylan a few disdainful nods.
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* * *

      Lillian gestured flamboyantly. “Yes, Nezur can fight. His grappling is superb, punches fierce, but his kicks leave a lot to be desired. His core strength seems to be lacking the robustness to withstand more than a few solid blows. That is a critical fault, one that could make us lose money as easily as he hemorrhages blood.” Lillian swept her gaze about the room, finding everyone hanging on her words. It seemed her appraisal of the various fighters had finally earned her some respect. She continued, “If it were my marks… I would be hard pressed to pay more than two-thousand marks for Nezur.”

      “And how would you value Nezur, Masa?” Brenna pointed at her.

      Helgar rested his head against his open palm, elbow on the table as he rolled his eyes. Sofor glared at Lillian while sipping from a glass of spirits.

      “Because of this splendid meal, I’m more apt to be generous. I would say my best offer would be fifteen hundred marks and no higher,” she said with conviction. A heavy silence fell on the room. “Perhaps a bit more… but not much.”

      Hiko’s eyebrows rose so high they seemed to be making an attempt to reach the top of his head. Baylan stood behind him, decanter in hand, jaw flexing.

      Haru leaned over Helgar’s chair and whispered something in his ear, but Helgar swatted him away like a pesky gnat. “Brenna,” he said flatly. “Allow me to clarify how this business deal will work. You must remember that you approached me for the sale of my fighters. To offer such a low figure is more than insulting.”

      “Insulting,” echoed Haru, his gaze shifting between Brenna and Lillian.

      Helgar ran his fuzzy hand over the edge of his glass. “You approached me. If I wanted to sell Nezur for that figure, I could do so at any time by simply wheeling him off to Ashrath. The nobles there have marks pouches so heavy they need assistants to carry them.”

      “Easily sold to nobles,” Haru mumbled.

      “As you said yourself,” Helgar continued. “It was only because of your absurd offer that I’ve even bothered entertaining you and your… advisor.” Helgar leaned back and started to pack his pipe.

      Brenna crossed her arms, lifting her breasts. With one hand, she tugged on a length of hair, twirling it between her fingers.

      Lillian peered at the other woman, giving a long and disdainful snort. Her shoulders ached with strained tension.

      “You are indeed a persuasive negotiator,” Brenna said, heaving out a great sigh. That drew an amused chuckle from Helgar as he lit his pipe. “You’re right. I am prepared to offer you five thousand marks for Nezur,” she said, gently thumping her fist on the table.

      Lillian felt the tension slip from her body, muscles relaxing.

      “Wonderful! Excellent, a wise decision, my young killer!” Helgar clapped, and Haru chuckled, giving a few congenial nods.

      “However,” Brenna added with a raised finger. “That is a large sum of marks. You have Hiko here, and I have my own accountant who I’ll need to summon to conduct the transaction. I will commission him to write a contract to guarantee my purchase, not unlike a bill of sale for a humie, you understand.”

      Helgar took a pull from his pipe, expression going dark. He stiffly nodded.

      Brenna spread her arms. “Of course, I’ll need to have Nezur inspected by a doctor to confirm he is in good health.”

      “Naturally,” Lillian added, sipping her wine.

      “I should be able to have him with me in about…” Brenna trailed off, looking to her for guidance.

      “About a week should suffice,” Lillian answered.

      “One week,” Brenna said with her winning smile.

      “A week?” Helgar nodded, mouth slack as he licked his blazing canines.

      “Yes.” Brenna inclined her head. “Then your Hiko and my accountant can convene and draw up the papers for the sale. It seems the Empire needs documentation for everything lately. I was just recently fined for not having paperwork for a slave, if you could believe it. They can work out the details, we don’t need to be bothered with the paperwork. Such trifles bore me.”

      Helgar licked his lips. “That’s great, wonderful. Let’s drink to that. To Nezur!” Helgar raised his glass

      “To Nezur!” Haru echoed, grinning and showing a mouthful of rotting teeth. Everyone raised their glasses, clinking together and then drinking.

      “Baylan, fill my drink, would you?” Helgar beckoned. Baylan hurried over, filling his glass with wine. “How do you like it out here and out of the library?” Helgar asked, patting Baylan’s forearm, then leaving his hand there.

      He started. “I—”

      “When the master asks you a question, you answer it!” Haru snapped at him.

      “Now, now, a little patience, Haru.” Helgar frowned at his head servant.

      “I quite like it,” Baylan said with a forced smile.

      “Much better than roasting in the earth box I would imagine.” Helgar laughed, his hand flexing on Baylan’s arm.

      Lillian felt her pores opening, nascent sweat stinging her neck. Her guts churned, and scorching bile rose up her throat.

      “Oh, he seemed to like it in there,” Haru chuckled. “He was napping away when we found him.” He swept his gaze to Lillian, giving her a knowing glare.

      Helgar gave Baylan’s arm a hard squeeze, making him wince in pain. “No, I think I like you better in here. A nice creature to be paraded around for entertaining my guests. A mobile library of sorts.”

      “You know,” Haru grinned. “Brenna might be interested in seeing Baylan’s scars from his last punishment. He has healed remarkably well for a humie.”

      Brenna raised her hand, shaking her head. “No, no. That’s fine. I wouldn’t want to spoil anyone’s appetite for dessert.”

      Haru shuffled over to Baylan. “He is quite the specimen, quite the specimen indeed.” Haru gestured for Baylan to put the decanter down, which he did.

      Helgar released Baylan’s arm. “Brenna, when you and Baylan spoke, did you get to bed him? Did you get to see him bared?” Helgar asked, blowing smoke out of the corner of his mouth.

      Brenna’s cheeks flushed. “No, just conversation. I… tend to prefer the softer side of the species.”

      “Oh!” Helgar laughed. “You like women then?”

      Brenna gave a sheepish nod. “There is no need for that.”

      Lillian felt her lips forming a hard line of rage at Helgar’s insolence. Her eyes, though, were glued to Haru as he started to peel up Baylan’s shirt. Her body stiffened as every muscle flexed under her dress.

      Helgar clapped, twisting in his chair to regard Baylan. “No, I think Haru is right. You might find this fascinating, his healing ability is truly remarkable. It’s almost as if, despite the Equalizer around his throat, some of the Phoenix still seems to slip out to provide him aid. Go on Baylan, show Brenna your scars. She wants to see them.”

      Baylan’s eyebrows drew together, mouth slipping open, arms hanging loosely by his side as Haru tore off his apron and tossed it into a corner. He started jerking the tails of his buttoned shirt out of his trousers, then turned him around until his back faced the table.

      Lillian watched with wide-eyed horror, then forced her gaze to her plate lest she did something she might regret. Brenna gave her a slight nod, a reminder to control herself. She caressed the swirling Dragon in her mind, pleading to be unleashed, to cleanse the room in flames. She could almost smell its sulfurous scent, hear its roaring in her head.

      “Brenna, you’re from the North, right, given your pale complexion?”

      “Mhm,” Brenna said with a quick nod.

      Helgar grinned. “You have a clear appreciation for anatomy. You too, Masa. You’ll enjoy this, believe me when I show you. This humie is tough. He can endure a surprising amount of pain. Far tougher than the ones we’ve managed to wrangle in the South here, you’ll see. His scars might’ve killed most humies, but not this one, not at all. Once most men, women too, take one or two lashes, they writhe like forsaken animals. But not this one, impressive pain tolerance indeed. Look here!” Helgar pointed at Baylan’s back as Haru jerked his shirt up to his shoulders, exposing his skin. There were about ten crisscrossing lash scars, each raised and traveling down from shoulder to hip.

      Haru’s grin widened. “Look there, it’s like one of your artworks.”

      “Indeed it is, Haru!” Helgar clapped. “It’s sort of… beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Hiko watched with disgust. “Perhaps we could further examine him after dinner?”

      “A fine idea, Hiko. I concede that this is perhaps not quite what we need to finish off our meals.” Helgar tugged Baylan’s shirt down, the tails rumpled.

      Lillian fell away from the Dragon lurking in her mind, as if pushing an unwanted thought aside. And with that, she let a long breath escape her nostrils.

      Baylan’s face had gone scarlet. He worked to tuck his shirt back in, mouth holding an apologetic smile. Haru lowered his eyebrows, and the sides of his mouth twitched as he stared at Lillian.

      She broke his gaze and set her attention on the wall. He knows. The bastard knows. Or does he? She mastered her wriggling expression, smoothing out her face.

      “Get in there and clean yourself up.” Haru pointed to the staging room.

      Baylan nodded, pushing through the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The embarrassment. The shame of it. To be brought about, put on display like some wayward animal. An affront to civility. Baylan fumed, marching over to a corner of the staging room. He unbuttoned his trousers and started angrily tucking in his shirt.

      Haru fell in after him, hobbling on his polished cane ornamented with platinum rings. Servants milled about. One sliced a chocolate cake dusted with powdered sugar. Another worked a whisk in a wide bowl to whip cream. Another poured brandy into short glasses.

      Baylan finished adjusting his clothing as Haru approached him, his gaze as hard as Milvorian alloy. “You told me you didn’t know Masa,” Haru said, slowly cocking his head to turn his ear toward him. Servants froze for an instant, then resumed working when Haru set his glare upon them.

      Baylan’s throat went as dry as the Tigerian wastes. “Haru.” Baylan shook his head. “I don’t know her,” he said, his voice a rasp.

      Haru walked closer, using the serving table as support. “You’re lying. And not a very good one, I must say. I’ve spent many years sussing out lies. Helgar pays me well for it. I know a liar when I see and hear one, and you… are a liar.” He was no more than a foot away from him now.

      “I don’t.” Baylan breathed.

      “Then why is your lip trembling? Why are your eyes vibrating?” Haru asked.

      “Your paranoia frightens me,” he admitted, the shame of it sending another surge of blood up his neck and along his cheeks.

      “And why am I frightening?” Haru leaned in close, his beard bushing against Baylan’s face.

      “Because you are.” Because you decide my fate, my time in the earth box, the number of lashes I receive, the time I spend sleeping, eating, and shitting. I am less free than a dog.

      “Haru! Where is that damned servant?” Helgar shouted, his voice carrying through the closed dining room door.

      Haru scowled at Baylan, shoving him into a chair. “Don’t move a muscle. I’ll be back for you.” Every servant watched as they spoke, stealing furtive glances at the unfolding spectacle. Haru pushed through the door, entering the dining room.
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* * *

      Brenna flashed her bright smile at Helgar. “You said earlier that, for the right price, you would be willing to sell Baylan as well. I think I would like it very much if there were a scholar to entertain me on my travels.”

      Helgar tapped the remains of his pipe into an ashtray, then started to repack it. “Yes, that’s right. For the right price, not another low offer.” Helgar lit his pipe and blew out a cloud of dark smoke.

      “Then allow us to make an offer,” Brenna said, her index fingers raised on each hand.

      “Wonderful! Let’s hear your offer.” Helgar raised his chin in expectation.

      Brenna started. “Well, I—”

      Haru pushed through the door, shouting orders over his shoulder and cutting off conversation. “I apologize, master. Had an issue to take care of.”

      “Haru!” Helgar yelled. “You just interrupted our guests. Brenna was just prepared to make an offer to purchase Baylan.”

      “I-I’m sorry, Brenna.” Haru shifted an uncertain gaze between her and Helgar.

      Lillian regarded him with an arched eyebrow. Something is wrong. Very wrong.

      “My ears don’t work too well,” Haru said with a sorry smile, while Helgar nodded in agreement. The smile fell from Haru’s face in an instant. “Master, may I have a private word with you?”

      Helgar balked, leaning back in his seat. “You mean you want me to leave my dinner guests?”

      Haru nodded, leaning in close. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      Helgar crossed his arms. “What is so important that it can’t be said here?”

      Haru licked his cracked lips, flicking his eyes to the door leading to the staging room. “It’s about the after-dinner drinks. I think it’s a matter that should be discussed in private.”

      Brenna and Lillian shared worried glances.

      Helgar scoffed. “What sort of drama could possibly be caused by brandy?”

      “You’re right, absolutely right, master. I’ll go on and handle it.” He dropped his voice to a whisper, but Lillian’s ears were unusually keen. “Meet me in your study,” he whispered. Helgar’s eyebrows drew suspiciously down. He slowly turned his head to peer at the women, the expression dashed away a second later, replaced with a cordial smile.

      Haru mumbled, shuffling through the door into the staging room. “It’s just frustrating when I have to deal with every little issue that crops up with these damned servants.”

      “Very well, Haru. Give me a moment, and I’ll aid you through this… troubling issue,” Helgar said in a mocking tone. Helgar slid his chair back, arms spread in resignation. “As you can see, sometimes the head servant needs to ask the true head of the manor for help on occasion.”

      Brenna gave a few deep nods bordering on a bow. Lillian’s hands lay on the table, balling into fists as her shoulders hunched in poorly contained tension.

      “Pardon me, I shall return in a moment,” said Helgar, standing and handing his glass to a servant.

      Brenna and Lillian adjusted in their seats, both blowing out nervy breaths.

      Hiko lifted his napkin from his lap and started patting at his mouth, dabbing away oil stains from his whiskers. “Brenna, would you be so kind as to tell us a story about an interesting bounty?”

      “A bounty?” She snickered. “Well, I’d love to.”

    

  




    
      
        
          
            Ten

          

          

      

    

    







            A Deal

          

        

      

    

    
      Helgar entered his study, drawing a pair of pocket doors to a close behind him. A writing desk held a lone burning candle, a stack of books, and a neat pile of documents containing the details of his recent business transactions. Around the room were floor to ceiling bookshelves, stuffed with tomes whose spines were filigreed in glistening gold.

      In the center of the room sat Haru in his loveseat, legs crossed and fingers steepled. The old humie thought he owned the place, and Helgar supposed he sort of did. He hated him, and he loved him. More than that, he needed the old man.

      He leveled his gaze at Haru, sauntering toward him. “And what is this pressing issue?” he asked in Tigerian.

      Haru scoffed, then set his attention on a rectangular table before him. He poured whiskey into one of the four glasses, raised it, and gave it a swirl. A candelabra was set beside the glasses with six candles, all half-burned. Haru responded in Tigerian. “Those two guests of yours, they’re planning something.” He sipped. “That is good whiskey, mhm.”

      “Get on with it,” Helgar said with an impatient gesture.

      Haru raised the index finger of his free hand, glass held in the other. “You are a fool, Helgar. They are not here to buy a brawler. They want something else entirely.”

      Helgar chuckled, resting his hand upon the back of a plush chair set across from Haru on the other side of the table. Beside them, a fire roared in a hearth, the mantle trimmed with exquisitely detailed oak. “I think you’ve spent far too much time in the fields, Haru. It’s broken your brain.” He lowered himself into the chair, shaking his head.

      “I know a liar when I see one, and they’re working a trick. I know it, I see it. These humies are not here to purchase a brawler,” he said with a rare tone of sincerity.

      Helgar leaned back in his chair, bushy eyebrows furrowed. The fact that Haru was a humie was entirely lost on the man. It never ceased to amuse Helgar. It was unusual for Haru to speak with such conviction. It might be prudent to follow this trail.

      Haru took another sip of whiskey, expression grim. “They are here for your scholar.”

      Helgar balked. He couldn’t truly mean that. “You mean Baylan? The same one that just came from the earth box?”

      “Yes, that one.” Haru nodded and let out a sigh of frustration, then reached out to give a globe to his right a hard spin. Helgar watched as the twelve realms swirled around, globe creaking on its rod. “That Masa and Baylan, they know each other. There is some history there, can see it in how they look at each other. I know humie love when I see it.”

      Helgar gnawed on his upper lip. “That doesn’t make sense. Brenna just offered to purchase Nezur,” he said, flicking his fingers, and hopefully with it, Haru’s suspicions. The old bastard was always so damned paranoid.

      “Mhm. And how many marks has she given you for him?”

      Helgar spread his arms. “Well, nothing yet, but—”

      “Then they haven’t bought anything,” Haru said over him.

      A spark of realization flared in Helgar’s belly. Perhaps the old humie was right.

      “And they were just about to purchase who they truly wanted. The rest was a ruse, a way to earn your trust. I… stopped her,” Haru said. He drank while Helgar started to ruminate.

      It’s possible. But would they? Could they? Bounty hunters were the most despicable, craven creatures in all the realms, capable of almost anything. She’d murdered countless Tigerians. Why not try to fool a Tigerian slaver?

      “Excellent work, Haru,” Haru said with a dark laugh, mimicking his leader. “Oh, you’re welcome, Helgar, I live to serve.” Haru tipped the last of his whiskey down his throat.

      Helgar leaned forward, resting on his elbows and steepling his fingers. “What makes you think this?” Helgar shook his head. “Why would they do that? The scholar is almost worthless, can’t hardly fight if his life depended on it.”

      Haru groaned. “Is it not clear that the humie Masa is doing it because she is in love with Baylan? Use your mind, Helgar. They might very well be lovetied, at the very least partners. Why Brenna cares about what Masa wants… is unclear to me.”

      “Then… then why go through all this difficulty to acquire a brawler? Why not simply offer to purchase Baylan?” Helgar asked, screwing up his face.

      “Think.” Haru tapped his own head. “If they just sent a letter to Hiko, requesting an appointment to buy Baylan for a few hundred marks, you would have dismissed them as a waste of your time. But for a brawler… they knew that business deal would get them the time they would need at Oakmourn to find Baylan. It was just a way to get inside.”

      Helgar slowly nodded, wringing his hands. “A big deal that made me very friendly. Too friendly.” I am the greatest of fools. “Almost outmaneuvered by a bounty hunter. Would you have guessed it?” He chuckled, leaning back in his chair, and crossing his legs. Fiery rage boiled in his chest, laugh deepening. “The amount of wasted time, wasted food, wasted resources… all for nothing. Those fucking whores!” He leaped to his feet, fury filling his veins with the urge for violence.
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* * *

      Something was wrong.

      Helgar and Haru were gone for far too long. Lillian stared at the closed doors from where Helgar had departed, willing the doorknob to turn and signal his return. A few minutes ago, Sofor had been hailed by a servant and had yet to come back, leaving them with Hiko. What were they doing? Lillian set her jaw, the muscles sore from flexing so hard. Shit, shit.

      The door to the staging room opened, and Helgar entered, a cordial smile placed on his face. A long breath escaped through her pursed lips.

      “We missed your company, Helgar!” Brenna said with a big laugh and the ghost of a wave.

      Helgar let out a deep laugh that felt sinister to Lillian’s ears. He shook his head. “Oh, I’ve missed yours too, I sure have.”

      Brenna narrowed her eyes and licked her lips, giving Lillian an uncertain glance.

      Hiko chortled. “I was starting to wonder if you and old Haru forgot about us.”

      “Oh, no. I could never forget my guests,” Helgar said softly, setting a rusted toolbox on the table.

      Lillian slid her brandy toward the center of the table. Helgar doesn’t strike me as the crafting sort.

      Brenna’s visage went dark as Helgar strode around behind them. She dropped her hand to her lap, fingers inching toward a belt of throwing daggers around her thigh.

      “Sorry about the delay. Haru and I worked through the issue. The old man was right, they were significant… and required my aid.” Helgar clasped his hands together and continued walking around the table, stopping at Hiko, and placing a hand on his shoulder. “My loyal accountant, would you please go and find Haru in my study? He found a sales transaction that urgently requires your review.”

      Hiko raised his head and regarded Helgar with a frown. “Now?”

      Helgar placed both hands on Hiko’s shoulders and gave them a gentle squeeze. “As I said, it’s an urgent matter that must be settled before Haru takes me from my guests again.”

      Hiko shrugged, then nodded at the two women. “Very well, Helgar. I’ll see to it. I suppose we’ll have to resume our discussion on geology when I return.”

      “I look forward to it.” Lillian nodded as Hiko rose, watching him as he exited the dining room.

      Helgar buttoned every button on his suit jacket as he finished his circuit around the table.

      Brenna snickered, though it wasn’t her ordinary snicker. This was tinged with worry. She threw her arm over Sofor’s empty chair back. “There is always something urgent in business, isn’t there?”

      “Mhm. Yes, indeed there is,” Helgar said, carefully lifting the lid on his toolbox.

      “We were discussing an offer for your scholar, weren’t we?” Brenna asked with an arched eyebrow.

      Helgar pointed at her, sharp nails gleaming in the candlelight. “That is correct, we were discussing your offer,” he said flatly.

      Lillian bit her cheeks. Brenna had to see what was happening, didn’t she? She wasn’t a fool.

      Helgar lifted a straight razor from the toolbox and gingerly unfolded it, placing it on the table. Its handle was made of bone, the blade keen. “For as long as I’ve been alive, I’ve lived on this plantation. My father was born here, raised here as a cub, and his father before him and on it goes for the last five hundred years. All my life, I’ve been surrounded by the faces of humies,” he spat, then gave the razor a twirl. Its spin produced an oscillating warble. “This razor here was my father’s razor. He liked to keep the fur on his cheeks close shaved. Not me, but he did. Every day, a servant much like Haru shaved my father’s face, and what I never understood is why the servant never took the chance to slit his master’s throat. That has always been something I never understood about humies.”

      Helgar placed a finger on the razor, stopping its spin. He slowly lit his pipe and blew out a cloud of smoke. “But the servant never did, loyal until the day he died. Why do you think that is?” Before anyone could voice an answer, Helgar continued. “I took an interest in humie anatomy, trying to discover why they were so weak, dull in the mind, and uniquely submissive among the animals. I’ve come to realize dogs are less submissive than they are. Sometimes, even dogs bite their masters, but not humies. I’ve examined hundreds of humie skulls and believe I have discovered that they have a unique gland responsible for subservience that Tigerians simply do not possess.”

      Lillian gazed from Brenna to Helgar, seeing her regard his spectacle with an amused smile.

      Helgar reached into his toolbox, lifted out a pair of iron tongs, clacking them together with a flash of a smile. He stabbed the tongs into the box and withdrew what appeared to be a withered lump of flesh the size of a walnut. “This gland is what I think is responsible for the weakness of your race,” Helgar said, setting the desiccated gland and tongs on the table beside the razor. He twiddled his fingers, reaching into the toolbox, and producing a hatchet. “Now if I were to split your pretty head open, Masa, I would be willing to bet all the marks you offered that I’d find this very same gland deep…”  Helgar screamed, slamming his axe into the table, “within your brain!”

      Brenna and Lillian sprang up, and the door burst open behind them. Lillian twisted around to find Sofor just as something bit into her neck. Sofor glowered at the women, pressing the points of raised short swords in each hand against their throats. He extended his sword arm directed at Brenna, forcing her torso to arch over the table lest she be impaled.

      “Place your filthy humie hands on that table, or Sofor will run you bitches through!” Helgar roared, fingers stabbing the air, eyes blazing.

      Brenna slowly and awkwardly placed her hands on the table. Lillian reluctantly mirrored her. She could’ve laid waste to Sofor, but there was still a very likely chance he would kill Brenna, and she couldn’t risk that.

      “Now turn around and take your seats,” Helgar hissed, tugging at the lapels of his suit jacket.

      Brenna’s nostrils flared. “I can’t with your help’s sword against my throat,” she croaked.

      “Let them sit, Sofor, but keep those points close. Especially to her, she is a wily one,” Helgar pointed at Brenna with a grim chuckle.

      The sword point slightly relented, just enough so Lillian could move without killing herself. She felt a line of hot blood trickle down her neck, oozing down along her chest.

      “You almost had me fooled,” Helgar snickered. “You’ve told a lot of lies at my table, and you told them well, very well indeed.” Helgar stroked the handle of the axe wedged in his priceless table. “Hiko! Check them and take their weapons, would you?”

      “Of course.” Hiko strode in behind Sofor, working the buckles free from Brenna’s legs and dragging off the pair of belts containing her throwing knives. “It seems that is all she has.”

      “Check them good, Hiko,” Helgar said, crossing his arms.

      “Very well,” Hiko breathed. He ran his hands along her back, under her breasts, against her hips, and down to her ankles. He did the same to Lillian, but she was all but numb to his fur-lined touch. “They are… disarmed,” he concluded with a grunt. Lillian had to stifle the grin that wanted to form on her lips. How little he knew. He’d apparently missed that Brenna’s gloves were weapons.

      “Remind me… regarding your offer.” Helgar tapped out the charred tobacco from his pipe, packed it fresh, and lit it on a candle. He took a long pull before setting it on the tabletop.

      “Humie scum,” Sofor muttered from behind. “Can’t be trusted.”

      “I remember!” Helgar whooped. “You were about to make an offer to buy Baylan, my illustrious scholar. Is that right?” Helgar ripped his axe from the table, raised it up high and hammered it back into the table. “Get the scholar!” he yelled.

      Haru shoved him through the staging room door, stumbling towards Helgar. Helgar gripped him by the neck and forced him into a chair, producing a fearful yelp. He met Lillian’s eyes, pleading for help. “Put your big hand there,” Helgar gestured at the table, tearing the axe free once again. He hefted it, tapping the flat side into his opened palm.

      “N-no,” Baylan said, shaking his head. Haru lifted Baylan’s arm and pinned his wrist with both hands to the table. “Please don’t! I need it to be useful!”

      “When I tell you to do something, you do it!” Helgar shrieked in his face, spittle flying. An instant later, he composed himself to a stoic businessman. “Now, press your fingers together,” he said softly, axe tapping against his palm.

      “If you don’t do what he tells you, things will only get worse,” Haru said with a hoarse laugh.

      Baylan audibly swallowed, splayed fingers drawing together, eyes bulging.

      “No!” Lillian barked, and the axe came down. Baylan threw his head back in a mighty scream. Helgar let out a roaring laugh, and Haru joined him. A second later, Hiko and Sofor joined in with chuckles of their own. The axe had gone wide of his hand, thumping into only wood.

      “He thought I was going to chop his damned fingers off!” Helgar threw his head back in a mad cackle.

      “Did you see his face?” Haru slapped Helgar on the shoulder. “Thought he was going to shit himself!”

      “Maybe he did!” Helgar heaved out a great laugh, but the laughter was dashed away in a flash. “No, no. I wouldn’t sell you damaged goods,” he said to Brenna. “What type of businessman do you think I am?”

      Brenna winced as Sofor pressed the sword point against the back of her neck.

      “Now, you two have gone through a lot of trouble to find him, and you were prepared to offer me a princely sum of marks for the right brawler. Those were your words if I recall correctly. I think that sum would be perfect for this scholar. Wouldn’t you agree?” Helgar’s clawed hand clamped onto the top of Baylan’s head, squeezing and drawing blood from his temples. Baylan groaned, eyes screwed shut as Helgar squeezed. “I think seven thousand marks would be an agreeable sum. Now, if you want to leave the Oakmourn Plantation breathing and with your scholar’s body wholly intact, then yes… the price is seven thousand marks. Do we have an agreement?” Helgar asked, his countenance dark as he tilted his head at the women.

      “I don’t suppose you’re open to any form of negotiation?” Brenna asked, hands flexing against the polished table.

      “Brenna!” Lillian hissed, glaring at her.

      “You should listen to your advisor.” Helgar’s hard expression broke into a chuckle. “She is a funny one, isn’t she?” Helgar said to Haru.

      “A right entertainer,” Haru nodded, shuffling to the other side where Baylan was seated.

      “Well,” Helgar said casually. “If you think the price is too much…” He ripped his axe from the wood and smashed Baylan’s face into the table with his other hand causing plates, bowls, and glasses to tumble. “I could just split his skull open instead!” Helgar roared, and as he raised the axe, the blade glinting with candlelight.

      Haru scowled. “Split his skull!”

      Lillian tried to stand, but the sword point drove deeper, forcing her down.

      Brenna heaved out a gulping breath.

      “Negotiate? Negotiate!” Helgar screeched, axe drawing up behind his head. “The nerve!”

      “No, no, no! Wonderful! I’ll pay it! The price is wonderful” Brenna’s fingers raised up from the surface in a pleading gesture that urged Helgar to lower his weapon.

      Helgar roared. “Keep your hands on the table! Sofor!”

      Brenna shouted, writhing as Sofor drove the point of his sword into her neck, drawing blood. “I need my hands to get my money pouch!”

      For long moment, there was nothing but silence, which seemed worse than the loudest scream.

      “Let her move, Sofor,” Helgar finally commanded, his axe hand wavering.

      Sofor inched back with a grunt. Brenna growled, reached down, and tossed her sack of marks onto the table. The top of the sack opened, spilling glittering gems across the gleaming wood.

      “Look at it.” Helgar motioned to Haru with his head.

      Haru reached across the table and dragged the bulging sack over to the edge. He opened it wide, peered in and started running his hand over the twinkling gems. “It seems like it’s all here, though just an estimate. Not a bad one though,” he said, giving a satisfied nod.

      A murderous grin stretched up Helgar’s cheeks. “Deal!” he roared, his eyes blazing as the axe chopped down again. Baylan cringed, eyes screwing shut. Everyone shouted. Once again, Helgar’s weapon did not strike flesh, but only shattered a plate, the axehead buried into the table. “Consider this humie sold to the marvelous bounty hunter and her wonderful advisor!” he growled. Helgar shook his head, let out a long breath, and retrieved his smoldering pipe from the floor. “Hiko,” he took a long drag, “please go ahead and create a bill of sale for Baylan at seven thousand marks. Now that you made me make a mess in here, we’ll have to finish our deal in the study. You made a wise choice.”

      Helgar slowly lowered himself into his chair, pausing to brush off a few bits of shattered plate from the seat. He flicked his gaze to the women, at the axe, at Baylan, and finally, his pipe. A chuckle arose from his black heart and out his mouth, echoing from the walls. “Don’t ask for much, do I?” He looked to Haru, perhaps for guidance.

      “Not much,” Haru said with a series of placating nods. He bent over and started to carefully tie the strings on Brenna’s pouch.

      “I want to hear it from your lips. Why did you lie to me?” Helgar asked, eyes narrowing.

      Brenna cleared her throat. “Well… as you might have guessed, it seemed like the best way to get behind your walls as it were, to see if Masa’s lover was here.”

      Haru gave Brenna a level stare. “Old Haru is always right. Nice work Haru, you can have the rest of the week off.” Haru twitched a smile at Helgar, who only shook his head at him in annoyance.

      Helgar leaned back and crossed his boots against the table’s edge. He swiveled his gaze between them for an endless minute, took a long drag from his pipe, and let a plume of smoke escape his lips. “You almost had me, but know that I do not care as long as I am compensated for my time. There are few things I dislike more...” he took another drag, “than lost time. Slaves, taskmasters, and other employees often try to swindle from my pockets. They’re usually discovered and properly punished.” He groaned. “Since this is business, a business penalty shall suffice. Business… and growing my empire are all that truly matter. Legacy, what we leave behind in this world, has a more far-reaching impact. Wouldn’t you agree, Brenna?”

      Sofor took a step back, creating maybe a foot between them and his raised blades. A bead of sweat fell from the tip of his nose.

      “I could not agree more,” Brenna croaked.

      “Good. Well, that’s very good.” Helgar spread his arms and a triumphant grin crawled up his cheeks. Then his eyes went distant and glassy. “I’ve grown numb to it all. The furtive whispers of the enslaved, the extra food rations pocketed behind Haru’s back, the swindlers, and the thieves who all try to get an edge on my reign. Some are punished and most aren’t. I know, but a rescue…” He scoffed and sagged in his chair as if the last of his strength had departed. “Your ruse has been the most innovative I’ve encountered. And I almost admire your tenacity.” He took another drag from his pipe, blowing it out across the table. “The thing is, you can’t stay sane in a life like mine without ignoring the occasional slight. When you wield power as great as I, there will always be those who wish to strip it from your dead claws. Do you understand my plight?” Helgar cast his eyes on Brenna.

      “I… think so,” Brenna said cautiously, eyes flicking between Lillian and Helgar.

      “You do.” Helgar broke into a snicker that became an all engulfing laugh. “Yes, you do.” His laugh went on too long, every subsequent second like knife thrusts in Lillian’s ears. She glanced at Brenna, who grimaced and squished her eyebrows together. On and on went Helgar’s mad chortle, Haru naturally joining him.

      Lillian realized then that Helgar was not only cruel, but insane too. His reality had been so shaped by his hand and the hands of his elders that it had always perhaps required a touch of madness to survive. What pain had this pitiful Tigerian been forced to endure before fleeing into the shell of madness?

      He was born and raised here, and it all made sense. How else could a sentient creature, born into innocence, distance itself from the horrors of the Oakmourn Plantation? That prison where his silent shrieking was bearable could no longer be suppressed. Its walls were cracking. For so long he had turned his back on the wrongness of it all. Perhaps he sensed their disgust and their actions had forced him back into the light, to empathize with the tortures they inflicted upon humanity. Helgar was no doubt intelligent and there had to be some part of him that understood.

      His laughing abruptly ceased, face dropping to a mask of apathy. “Let’s finish this, shall we?”
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      Helgar sat at his desk in the study and signed his name on the bill of sale while Haru and Hiko watched over his shoulder. Hiko pointed out the places requiring his signature, candles casting their furry faces in a grim light. Haru gave confirming nods where Hiko pointed, as if his input had some influence on where Helgar signed.

      Lillian stood beside Baylan, slight smiles pulling at their lips as they watched him sign. It was finally over. They could go home and tell the Arch Wizard how wonderful and painless their survey in Tigeria had been. Baylan clasped her hand in his, his newly formed callouses rough and pleasing. She squeezed his hand hard, and he returned some of the pressure.

      Beside a wall of bookshelves, a long table had been set with an assortment of cakes proudly resting on cake stands. Below them on the table’s surface was an assortment of cupcakes, pastries, and bright fruits she couldn’t identify. As much as Tigerians were different from men, there was far too much that was the same. Sofor stood at the front of the table and cut himself a piece of chocolate cake, its inner layers leaking milky fudge. Over one shoulder, he rested the flat of his naked long sword, the tip smeared in fudge, and in his other hand a dessert plate bearing a slice. He strode across the room, taking a seat beside Brenna and placing his plate on a round table between them.

      The hardwood floors were covered in plush carpet. A few candelabras stood as tall as a man, each bearing tens of candles, producing enough light to give the room an amber glow. Behind Brenna was a rectangular table pressed against the wall, upon its surface an assortment of potted plants and trinkets. At the other end of the room, a pale skinned woman dutifully played the piano, filling the vast quiet with a melancholy song.

      Brenna sat with her legs crossed, hand holding up her chin, her eyes heavy with exhaustion. Sofor glared at her, but she didn’t seem to notice. He placed his sword across his legs, within easy reach. Sofor eyed her for a moment, then stabbed his slice of cake with a fork and jammed a piece into his mouth.

      Lillian licked her lips, turning her attention back to Helgar who was melting the bottom of a candle and letting it drip onto the bill of sale. He quickly stamped it with his seal, the image of a roaring Tougere. Lillian stifled a small laugh, and Baylan met her eyes with a pained smile.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Brenna stared at the carpet, massaging her temples with one hand. Her head ached like someone was beating it with a hammer from within. She flinched as images of the slave who had been mauled by the hunters’ Tougeres yesterday replayed in her head like a back-alley knifing. It had haunted her sleep, filling it with nightmares, and leaving her hollowed out. She raked a hand through her hair, her roots lined in a gossamer of sweat. It’s too hot in here. From head to toe, her skin prickled with nascent perspiration.

      The man shrieked as the Tougere’s fang sank into his shoulder and tore his arm free from his torso like it was made of nothing but cotton. She blinked, and the room returned. She closed her eyes and there it was again, this time his leg being flayed by their fearsome teeth. Bloody strips were torn from his bones. The poor man had howled in agony, and she had done nothing to stop it. Nothing. She was no better than Helgar. A Tougere latched its mouth around the man’s head, scalping the flesh from his skull, giving his head a series of violent shakes.

      The carpets returned, and Brenna stroked her chin. Would the memories ever depart? It should’ve been just another nightmare added to her forgotten gallery. For some reason, this one wouldn’t move on to the darkened recesses of her mind. She looked to the piano player, watching her delicate fingers work the ivory keys. The song was like blades under her skin, burning, clawing, making everything worse.

      “Well done, master,” Hiko muttered from behind, congratulating Helgar on the sale as if he’d done a virtuous deed.

      Brenna rose up, hastening across the room, and Sofor set his fork down with a clink. “Excuse me!” Brenna called as she reached the piano and pressed her hands on its lacquered edge. “Can you please stop playing this song?” she asked, her voice breaking.

      The piano player glared at her, eyes outlined with dark powder. She looked away and continued playing. “Remove your hands from the damned keys!” Brenna growled, smacking her fingers. The piano player gasped, drawing her hands to her chest. Brenna turned to walk away and saw everyone watching her with curious expressions.

      Lillian had to understand. She was likely the only one who could understand her, the only one she’d ever let so close. Baylan draped his arm over Lillian’s shoulder, drawing her against his side.

      Brenna swallowed, striding past them, and starting for the room’s exit. There was a long frozen over part of her chest that felt warmth at seeing Lillian happy. It brought a slight smile to her lips. It was a true smile, not the mask she usually donned to fool the world. At first, Brenna was struck by how at ease Lillian appeared with Baylan while remaining in this shark’s den, then remembered what Lillian could do, how she was a living conduit of Dragon fire. The Tigerians were rats and Lillian was the boot waiting to crush them. The start of her smile faltered. Even rats in enough numbers could kill a much bigger animal.

      “Where do you think you’re going? You can’t go where you please in here!” Haru called, limping after her.

      “I will take care of this, Haru,” Helgar said, clapping a hand on his shoulder.

      Brenna huffed, stopping at a set of closed double doors, and prying them open, sliding them into the walls.

      “Brenna, hold on a minute,” Helgar said cheerfully. Brenna turned, feet rooted to the carpets, hands balled into fists. He stopped at the dessert table, grabbing a pair of cupcakes in one hand while hefting the bill of sale in the other. He stopped in front of her, offering her a cupcake. “Cake?”

      “I tend to avoid sugar. Not so good for my figure, thank you,” she said through gritted teeth.

      Helgar shrugged, walking around her and through the door she had opened, entering a sitting room with even more bookshelves packed with tomes. At the back wall was a blackened hearth, a pair of leather backed chairs in front of its unlit maw. Helgar set one cupcake and the bill of sale on a table and bit into the other, the cake yellow and the frosting white. “It’s good. You should consider trying it,” he said through a mouthful of cake.

      She sauntered into the room, pressing her roaring emotions down. She stared at a bookshelf, not reading the titles but letting the Tigerian text blur in her vision. It was done. They got what they wanted, and it was time to leave. There would always be casualties, she reminded herself. It was only business. Through the parted doors in the adjacent room, Sofor, Lillian, Haru, Baylan, and the piano player watched them with trepidation. Had they sensed her tension? She supposed the incident with the piano player was telling.

      “Don’t like that I discovered your ruse?” Helgar asked with a snicker, lowering himself into one of the two chairs.

      “No. Not that,” Brenna said flatly. “I can’t stop thinking about the man you fed to the Tougeres.”

      Helgar’s lips smacked as he chewed. The walls creaked as a gust whipped at the mansion. “My hands are feeling a bit cold,” Brenna muttered, instinctively reaching into a hip pouch, and slipping on her taloned gloves. The chainmail beneath the armor felt as fine as silk as she tugged them up her arms.

      “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” Helgar said, taking another bite.

      Brenna slowly turned, resting a gleaming hand on one hip as the other rested easy at her side. “My hands are cold,” she said slowly.

      “No, no. The other thing.”

      A hard smile formed on Brenna’s lips. “You are clearly well read,” she said, gesturing at the books. “I wonder what the heroes from these tales would think of your actions?”

      Helgar sneered. “They perhaps would intervene. But you must turn the mirror on yourself, my dear bounty hunter. Your heart is not without its own black spots.”

      Brenna slowly nodded, an icy chill tracing down her neck. “Yes, you’re right. However, I think a hero’s approval would be an improbable motion.”

      “You think yourself a hero now, do you? Rescuing one of the millions of enslaved?” Helgar snickered, swallowing the last of his cake. “You are indeed a strange woman.”

      “No, not a hero,” Brenna said, the words feeling ethereal. She let out a long sigh, her eyes falling on the bill of sale resting on the nearby table. “That is Baylan’s paperwork?”

      “That it is.” Helgar gestured with his fork. “Have a look, make sure everything is to your liking.”

      “I will.” Brenna walked over to the table, examining the few documents. The parchment was heavy and Helgar’s signature elegant. “Everything seems in order,” she said after reviewing the details of the clauses for several minutes. “Baylan… you are now a free man.” Brenna turned and raised the documents, giving him a belly warming grin through the open door.

      Brenna carefully folded the documents and tucked them into one of her pouches. She turned to look at Helgar, whose fingers tapped on the chair’s armrest. “Well, Helgar, with most of my clients, I would shake their hand to conclude our dealings. But with you, I think ‘so long’ will suffice. I do sincerely hope I never see you again.” She turned her back on him and nodded to Lillian. “Masa, Baylan, let’s be off.”

      Lillian nodded back and met Baylan’s eyes. They started toward the door leading into the main hallway which led to the foyer.

      “Wait just a moment, Brenna.” Helgar’s voice cut the air as he rose from his chair. He gestured with his clawed hand, sauntering toward her. “It is a long-held custom in these lands that all business dealings are not concluded until we have shaken hands. To make them official.” Helgar offered his hand, boots rooted to the floor in his study.

      “Fortunately, I am not from these lands,” Brenna said with a polite smile and once again turned her back on him.

      “I must insist!” he roared. “You’re on my property, and thus, I demand it.” Helgar jabbed the air with his expectant palm.

      She turned on her heels and scowled at him, eyes heavy with exhaustion. Brenna became distinctly aware of squealing floorboards as Sofor made his way around to her back, no doubt with his hand poised on a weapon. She collected herself and mastered her voice. “You have a demand? And what do you demand exactly?” She had to give him a chance to veer off this harrowed path. But he only stared at her, eyes unblinking. “You demand that I shake your hand? I apologize, that is something… I simply cannot do,” Brenna said, her chest growing tight.

      “Have you any notion of what I think of you?” Helgar asked, lowering his hand, ears folding back against his head. He took a step toward her.

      Brenna shrugged. “No. And nor do I care what you think of me.”

      One must have a bedrock of principles to guide one’s decisions. If she were to shake his hand, she would be complicit in this plantation’s operation. She would be validating his cruel business and the Tigerian realm’s enslavement of mankind. No, this was a thing she could not do. She wouldn’t allow her soul to be degraded by this dark agreement. Brenna was many bad things, but one thing she could never do was lower herself to agree with this tumor on the world. She felt that by bridging that gap and shaking his hand, she would become her enemy.

      “You can’t accept that you lost,” Helgar said, raising his chin in triumph. “That your ruse failed, and you were discovered. You have no sportsmanship and no honor. I shouldn’t expect much from a bounty hunter, but one can always hope.”

      Brenna resisted the urge to clench her fists, letting her hands stay loose at her sides. “You are one of the most despicable Tigerians I have had the displeasure of meeting.”

      Helgar lowered his voice. “If you want this deal to conclude, according to the law in these parts, you must shake my hand. The documentation in your pouch is worthless without a proper conclusion.” Helgar lightly clapped his hands together before clasping them over his chest.

      Perhaps he would respond to reason. “You would forfeit the marks I paid you for Baylan over a handshake?” Brenna gestured, the razors at the tips of her gloved fingers catching candlelight. “You’re too wise a businessman to waste money.”

      Helgar pointed to her right. “Sofor, if she tries to depart without a proper handshake, take her head, would you?”

      “Gladly,” Sofor growled in Tigerian. His second sword whispered from the scabbard.

      Brenna heaved out a sigh. Sofor slowly walked around to her flank, swords resting easily at his sides. Lillian shuffled her feet, Baylan stiffened, and Haru grunted. Hiko pressed himself against the farthest wall, lowering a book he’d been holding and pretending to read while he listened. Haru hobbled backwards toward Hiko, his cane lightly tapping at the floorboards. Lillian placed herself before Baylan, a wolfish smile daring Sofor to move.

      Brenna turned her head and looked from Lillian to Sofor and finally back at Helgar. She had done a lot of bad things in her life, but there were some things that could not be done. “You truly wish for me to shake your hand?”

      “You must, if you wish to finish this deal.” Helgar grinned, his feline eyes narrowing to slits. He extended his opened palm.

      “If there is no other way, I suppose I must concede to my better,” Brenna said with an exaggerated shrug. She put on her best smile, striding toward him, the index finger of her right hand extended. The moment before they touched, her hand flashed up and over his waiting hand. Helgar’s expression faltered, and her smile broadened as her finger tore a red line across his throat. A second after, a stream of blood spurted from his neck.

      “What?” Helgar gurgled, eyes wide. He took a few staggering steps back into a bookshelf, hand reaching out to a table for support. He missed and hit the ground with a thud, toppling over a bottle of whiskey, the glass shattering.

      Haru shrieked as if his throat had been the one that was slit. “No! Helgar! No! No!”
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      Lub dub. Lub dub. Lillian’s heart thumped in her ears and pulsed in her guts. Lub dub. She stared agape as Helgar careened to the floor. Brenna started laughing and turned to look at her. It was the way she would’ve wanted to die. “Lillian, I apologize. I couldn’t help myself.”

      Before she could finish turning, Sofor was on her. His blades were vipers, drawing back and finding homes in Brenna’s back. They plunged in and were ripped out, thick ropes of blood following their exit. Brenna screamed in pain, back arched as she crumbled to the floor.

      Haru screamed and hobbled over to Helgar, openly weeping.

      “Brenna! Brenna!” Lillian roared, hot tears filling her eyes. She gripped the Dragon in her veins. Its tireless flames lit her nerves in a conflagration of rage. A sword of Dragon fire materialized in her hands. She rammed it into Sofor’s belly and dragged it up to split him into squelching halves. Flesh crackled and blood boiled into white globs.

      Hiko dashed for the hallway, knocking over cakes and toppling candles. Lillian hurled a fireball and struck him in the head, splattering everything around him in bright blood, brains, and bone fragments. Baylan ducked, hands pressing over his ears as flames licked the curtains, setting them ablaze.

      Lillian didn’t see him anymore. She was the Dragon incarnate, and all would know its ravenous touch. She channeled air and tore the exit doors free from their hinges, sending them smashing against the far side of the main hallway.

      A taskmaster charged down the hallway at her, brandishing a machete. She summoned a salvo of flaming darts. She flicked her fingers, filling his torso with a dozen smoldering holes. Blood sprouted like a fountain from each wound, and he crumbled on legs that no longer functioned.

      Lillian’s eyes blazed with the Dragon’s swirling fire, her body glowing with a golden aura. A figure came running down the stairs from the third floor, crossbow in hand, and letting it loose at the wounded man. The arrow thunked into his dying body, not perceiving Lillian as the true threat. She hurled a fireball that tore through his torso, splashing the porcelain wall behind him with his innards. The top half of his body tumbled down the stairs, his legs disconnected and resting against the handrail’s balusters.

      Another Tigerian shifted into view a foot from the disconnected legs. Doors opened and closed from countless rooms. Lillian sent a flaming dart through his head, creating a gaping cavitation wound the size of her fist at the back of his skull. The Tigerian stumbled back, crashing through a window. A gust of cold air tunneled into the hallway.

      The front door ripped open, revealing four Tigerians gripping metallic weapons that caught the moon’s glow. Lillian laughed and tore them apart with a great arc of fire, bisecting the group into shrieking halves. Blood misted the foyer’s walls. They would all pay the price owed and pay it in blood. For Brenna, for the enslaved, for her tortures.

      The echo of thumping boots carried in from the night air, signaling reinforcements. She leaped into the adjacent hallway at the hum of twanging bowstrings. At least ten arrows tore across the smoking bodies, thunking into walls. “Shit!” she breathed, listening as they fanned out in the main hallway, stepping over their ruined brethren. The hallway became of pall of curling smoke.

      They pulled and shot and shot again, arrows flying in every direction. Lillian slumped against the wall and inched her head out. An arrow whispered past her cheek, cutting a line under her eye. She fired a flaming arrow of her own in return, cutting into the shooter’s neck and blowing out a streak of blood. Apparently, not all the Tigerians she had targeted had perished. A few whimpered in agony, muttering curses and praying to their foul gods. The Dragon and the Phoenix gods were the only truths in this world.

      Sweat trickled down her temples and fell in rivulets down her back. She hadn’t used this much of the Dragon’s strength in years. The debt of its gift already weighed on her, urging her to take rest. Somewhere an alarm bell madly sounded.

      Wonderful. She pressed her back against the wall, chest working like bellows, searching for a target in the cloaking smoke. She poked her head out and saw a writhing Tigerian. She tossed a fireball in a narrow arc, shearing its leg off at the knee and throwing out a gout of embers. He threw his head back in an angry yowl, blood bubbling from his lips. She ducked back into the hall. She had to conserve her strength, stick to spells that drew less power like flame darts and arrows.

      More boots pounded into the foyer, and she dared a glance. “Kill her!” someone roared. Crossbow hammers fell, bolts ripping through the wall around her and the wall behind it. Plaster kicked out clouds of white dust that stung her eyes and clung to her neck. A priceless vase exploded, raining shards against her front. A painting depicting a Tigerian general slipped from its hook, impaled upon a knife of plaster. “Ah!” She yelped as something scourged at her thigh. She flicked her eyes down to find that a bolt had passed through her quadriceps, thankfully having missed major arteries judging by the way the blood only oozed. If only the Dragon could mend wounds, she could stop hiding. Everything, even the Dragon’s lent strength had limitations.

      The Tigerians loaded and fired in a staggering volley, leaving no periods where bolts were not flying. A section of trim where the hallway met the foyer tore off the wall, spun and crashed at her feet, splinters spraying and wood roaring.

      And then they stopped.

      Flames crackled, and the walls groaned. Lillian peered across the hall at a whimper and spotted a pair of human slaves gripped in each other’s arms. They were spattered with blood, theirs or the Tigerians, it was impossible to judge.

      She breathed. Debris settled, and glass crunched under heavy boots. A lone Tigerian braved the threshold, creeping out from the foyer and into the main hall. He drew closer, his breath a hoarse rasp. He was so close she could smell his nervy stink. She summoned twin daggers of fire flickering in her grip. She stared at the hall’s ruined corner, waiting for the brave one to appear. He drew closer and leaped into her vision. He loosed, but the bolt went wide, slamming into the ceiling, and he yelped in frustration. He discarded his crossbow, charging at her with claws drawn and porcelain teeth gleaming.

      She set her jaw and met his charge with a scream, driving her daggers up into his guts in one, two, three hard upward thrusts. With each punch of her blades, blood bloomed from his upper back, and his flesh cooked on her fires. His claws ripped at her upper back, tearing ruby swathes of fabric free from her dress and rending her back with deep cuts. She punched and punched until her hands were hot with his blood, and his body slumped in defeat. She flicked her gaze up, fearing they might have used his attack to move into line of sight to fill her with bolts and arrows. But none moved.

      “No more running,” she hissed. She growled and dove out of hiding and into the main hall, throwing a ball of fire at the group predictably still huddled in the foyer. Two remained for but a second longer, their sides ripped apart and throwing red entrails against the ornamented walls. She rolled across the floor to the middle, pressing herself flat against a dead Tigerian, using its corpse as a shield.

      More Tigerian taskmasters poured into the house through the main door, jumping over the fires feasting on the dead. Hammers snapped, and bowstrings hummed. She pressed herself flat against the body and heard their projectiles tearing into its flesh, throwing Tigerian blood over her in warm droplets. She lifted her head and summoned flaming darts around her like buzzing insects. Her eyes stung with the corpse’s blood, and she had to blink it away so she could see.

      Her vision finally cleared, and she sent a dart hissing across the gap. Trailing black smoke, it blasted a hole through the center of a Tigerian’s head. Another Tigerian shouted curses and fumbled an arrow. As he bent to snatch it up, her dart took him in one of his big glowing eyes, sending him onto his back, shrieking in pain. “Humie cunt! Ah! My eye! Fucking bitch! My eye!”

      Not seeing any other targets, Lillian slowly rose to stand. Everything moved like mud, the Dragon’s exhaustion beating on her back. Or had she perhaps lost too much blood? She looked down at her thigh, still oozing red snakes around her knee and down her shin.

      The pair of whimpering slaves spotted freedom through the doors. They dragged themselves up and ran. It was a woman and a man she saw with the start of a smile. Freedom was near.

      Hammers roared, and bowstrings snapped before they could make it to the exit, sending them careening onto their backs. Their screams of terror cut at her heart. Their bodies gave a few rebellious twitches, littered with at least ten bolts and arrows. The man reached for her, but she didn’t reach for him. A pair of arrows stood from her throat. His fingers tried to meet the woman’s as he bled out, inching for her on the blood-slicked tiles. But his hands didn’t make it as he breathed his last.

      Smoke billowed into the night air, clearing just in time to show six or so Tigerians fanning into the hall. Lillian rose to her full height, brows drawing down and eyes flashing like bonfires. “Bastards!” she screamed.

      She was Death. She flicked her fingers, sending a burning dart through a Tigerian’s heart. “Bitch!” he screamed as he fell, blood streaking the floor. The next two, she beheaded with a disc of fire, cutting through their necks like a scythe to wheat. Their disembodied heads floated on the air, trailing ropes of glistening blood, expressions of shock forever fixed.

      “You’re beautiful when you die,” she whispered. She walked towards them, drawing halos of fire around her fists, grinning at feline eyes wide with terror.

      “Wizard!” one of them screamed, his bow tumbling from his hands as he turned and sprinted for the door. But it was far too late for that. A great scythe of flame materialized in the air, chopping the runner down, splitting him in half from shoulder to hip, producing a wet click. She punched with both fists, sending beams of searing fire through the torsos of the next pair of Tigerians. The lances of fire followed through the wall behind them, blasting great holes that showed the jet black of the encompassing night.

      She laughed as the Dragon took its hold, its rage searing in her veins and seeking nothing but more lives to take. Her face was a mask of blood, dress matted in gore. And on they came, attempting to satiate her blood lust. She clenched her jaw so hard a tooth shattered to bits, sharp against her tongue. She held the beams of fire, severing the next three fur-lined bodies into a mess of spinning limbs.

      There were so many dead they were starting to form a pile at the foyer. It was a mess of blood, severed limbs, smoking flesh, and stinking fur. Her laughter became a madman’s cackle as she was lost in the throes of the Dragon’s chaotic embrace. It was everything, and everything was this. They came and came, and she cut them down, throwing their blood on the walls and turning the foyer into her butcher’s block. It was a nightmare. It was a dream.

      At some point, they stopped coming. She released the Dragon, her throat a ragged mess like she had swallowed glass. Fire smoldered on the thirty or so corpses. Great sections of the front wall were missing as if it had been torn apart by Midgaard demolitionists.

      She heard frantic footfalls from the upper levels of the mansion. She peered up and saw that ladders had been raised at the sides of the house as Tigerians scampered up their rungs. “Shit,” she whispered, strength fading from her like a wilting balloon. They were wiser than she had given them credit.

      Where was Baylan? If she died, he would certainly be killed. “Baylan?” she called. “Bay!”

      Nothing.

      Footfalls pattered on the upper floors. “One… two… three,” she counted. She had to move.

      She ran into the hall she’d been in before and worked to drag a giant armoire across the width as a barricade. Lines of sweat welled from her hair, cutting clean paths through her bloodied face and showing her ivory skin beneath the gore. Lillian grunted and grimaced, dragging the behemoth away from the wall and finally tipping it over. Its top corner smashed into the plaster, leaving it at a low angle. She next dragged a heavy table and turned it over to fill in the widest gap the armoire left in the hallway.

      She nodded at the makeshift barricade, whirling around to gasp at a door behind her. “By the Dragon!” She swallowed. How had she missed that? To her great relief, there was a heavy couch on the wall adjacent to the door which she dragged before it. It wouldn’t wholly prevent it from opening, but at least made it significantly more difficult.

      She knew she was only buying time. There were too many Tigerians, and the majority of her strength had been spent. She lowered herself to her belly, moaning as pain flared in her leg and back. She squeezed into a nook formed under the upturned table and against the wall. Where her arm touched the pristine wall, she left red smears behind. This spot would make her a small target and give her the chance to deliver a few more Tigerians to the Shadow Realm.

      She felt for the Dragon, finding what strength it could lend her the equivalent of a flickering candlelight. If she were to attempt to pull on more of its blessing, there was a high risk that she would be burned alive by an uncontrollable surge of power.

      Doors squealed open on the upper floors, and she heard Tigerians flooding down the stairs. They filled the hallway with their scowling faces, bows humming and hammers falling to paint the air with projectiles. They cracked through walls and tore into her barricade like thunder.

      She closed her eyes and flinched as an arrow almost struck her head, warbling in her ear. A defeated whimper escaped her lips. Ten, maybe twenty feline eyes traced to where she huddled, bows and crossbows trained on her. She closed her eyes and waited for the end. She’d fought well and did not fear death.

      “Hold! Hold!” Someone roared. It was a familiar voice… Haru’s, she realized. “Hold! Do not fire!” A few Tigerians growled, some turning to regard the main hallway and lowering their weapons. Most kept their weapons trained on her. Why they didn’t kill her to avenge their fallen would always be a mystery. Maybe it was because of their sense of duty and dedication to their new master.

      She heard the scrape of Haru’s cane as he made his way down the stairs, navigating the sea of dead in the main hallway. “We have your man, Masa! Lillian… whatever your name is. Baylan is here with me! If you give up now, there’s still a chance he will live. You didn’t come all this way to let him die, did you? You give up, release the Dragon, and Baylan walks away.”

      She scoffed in disbelief, head sagging as she stared at her scarlet hands. The gods smile on me. There was still a way out.

      “Show her!” Haru’s voice drew closer, just around the edge of the hallway from where she hid. In the foyer, a great section of wall tore free, hitting the ground with a roar. “Whoo! Almost got me!” Haru laughed. “What a way to go that would have been! Show her already, damn it! By Ashrath, if you damned fools had listened to me, we wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place! But no one listens to old Haru.”

      The knot of Tigerians before her reluctantly parted as a taskmaster pushed Baylan through with a dagger held to his throat. One of his feline hands gripped Baylan around the belly, holding him close as the other pressed the blade hard enough to draw a trickle of blood over his collar. The Equalizer crystal dangling from his collar flared with bright pink, stopping Baylan from touching the Phoenix.

      “Stop that!” the Tigerian snapped, pressing the dagger up, raising Baylan’s chin. Baylan nodded, the frantic gesture minuscule as his eyes whirled back, hair matted against his neck in a sticky mix of sweat and blood. The Equalizer crystal dimmed and faded to black. He met her eyes, thick with tears. He looked relatively unharmed but for a few scratches and the dagger’s wound.

      “Lillian,” he said, the words barely audible. “I’m sorry.”

      Her throat hitched. She shook her head, choking out the words, “I failed you.” After all the sacrifice, all the hardship, and most importantly, Brenna’s death, their attempted rescue had been an abject failure.

      “If you come out and give up,” Haru shouted around the corner, “we’ll let you live. If you don’t, you will certainly die, and that is a promise. Release the Dragon, come out, and only you will die. I’ll let your man live.”

      What choice did she have? She slowly raised her head, looking at the ceiling for some sign of hope, finding only spattered blood. How blood had found its way there was anyone’s guess.

      “I love you,” Baylan said, blinking back glossy tears.

      “Come out now, or you’re all dead!” Haru screamed. “You are testing my patience!”

      “Okay!” Lillian croaked. “I… give up.” She crawled out from the nook with a wince, trailing hot blood from her leg. Twitchy Tigerian fingers rubbed at crossbow triggers and plucked drawn arrows. The floor blurred in and out of focus.

      “The belt,” the taskmaster holding Baylan beckoned.

      “Right.” She had forgotten it was there. She undid the buckle, letting the belt bearing her hunting knives thump to the floor. She slowly raised her hands, giving a resigned nod.

      “What did that humie cunt say? I can’t hear you, bitch!” Haru yelled.

      “I give up! Give! Up!” she shrieked, throat breaking, guts rebelling and making her vomit. She bent over and retched out her half-digested meal. Her legs trembled, and knees uncontrollably knocked. She mastered her stomach as Haru shuffled down the hall, giving her a frozen glare. She glared back, wiped a swinging line of spittle on her shoulder. The older man’s eyes were red around the edges, sore from his sorrow. The white shoulders of his shirt were spotted with red, half of his face darkened with soot.

      Haru beckoned for her to follow, and follow she did. Her legs hardly had the strength to support her, warbling with every step. The walls were a crumbling wreck, the plaster and trim torn away in great sheets, showing the mansion’s bones. Carpets smoldered with small fires, paintings were torn asunder, vases shattered to bits. Dust hung in the air like an ethereal mist. In the main hallway, the walls were pocked with hundreds of bolt holes and standing arrow shafts.

      Baylan was dragged out after her, doing his best to stifle a whimper. She knew it wasn’t a whimper drawn of physical pain or defeat, but at the grim prospect of witnessing her execution.

      Lillian tore down the top of her dress, baring her form for the Dragon’s embrace. Her once perfect skin was a patina of filth. Abrasions, gouges, soot, and lines of blood wept from unfelt wounds.

      Haru hobbled to the center of the foyer, and she followed. He turned about and grinned as his eyes fell on her tits. He raised his eyes, narrowing as they met her iron stare. He drew a dagger from behind his back, the handle and blade curved like a sickle, the guard heavily ornamented with a swirling Dragon. It struck her as strange to see such a weapon in Tigeria.

      “Raise your throat, and you can die on your feet. I must applaud your efforts. You were so close, but we will live on and you… will die,” Haru said, his last two words thudding like hammer blows in her head.

      She inhaled as the blade came and caught moonlight, a few hairs from her throat. She screwed her eyes shut and waited…

      There is another way, an ancient voice said. It sounded like it had been produced from a desiccated corpse rotting in a forgotten well. Somehow, she knew hearing this voice was poison. Once it entered your psyche, it was like spilled ink in water, infecting everything it touched.

      She furrowed her brows and turned her thoughts inward. Which way?

      I can grant you what you need, but there is a price, the voice rasped.

      Who… what are you? You’re not the Dragon, she thought back.

      My ability to hold time is limited. Let us hold palaver, the voice said.

      She opened her eyes with a gasp. She was no longer in Tigeria.

      The room was curved, but curved in a series of harsh lines. A pair of pillars stood in the center of the room covered with sheets of gleaming emeralds cut into long rectangles. The walls were made up of beautifully carved bookshelves, every inch filled with ancient tomes, though without an iota of dust.

      There were a few strangely shaped objects that looked like vases made of copper, one of them softly hissing out steam through a narrow hole in the top. Upon a desk between and behind the pillars, a song started to play from a wooden music box sitting on a pile of books. The crank turned on its own and played a high-pitched melancholy tune. She felt the hair on the backs of her arms rise under the blood and sweat. Her eyes were involuntarily drawn to a shimmering bauble.

      An enormous glass sphere taller and wider than a man sat near a wall showing her grisly reflection. Within the sphere were stars that winked in and out of existence, glowing blue-green dust hanging in the air, a series of bright threads connecting the stars and forming a strange web among the shimmering dust. It was both beautiful and horrible. Horrible because she felt like she was seeing something not meant for the eyes of man. Whatever it was, she knew it should’ve remained hidden from the world. The tapestry of light, dust, and stars was ever changing, ever shifting into new shapes and patterns. It seemed to have an infinite depth. The closer she looked at an area, the more it seemed to grow and expand.

      In front of the big sphere was a smaller sphere of about half the larger one’s size, both of them floating on nothing. Her eyes bulged and her breath caught. Within the smaller sphere, she saw a series of strange images.

      She saw herself perched against the banister of the Warwick with Baylan’s arm draped across her shoulders. The Far Sea glimmered like smashed sapphires. She gave him a sad smile, then rested her head against his chest. On her back were long scars that could have only been caused by an animal’s claws. A Tigerian’s, to be precise. Those were healed scars from the wounds she had now, which meant this was the future.

      A potential future, the voice giggled. It was hearing her thoughts, she realized with a chill and realized it would know her realization. This was too much.

      The image shattered like glass, transmuting into something else. She saw herself fighting strange beasts in what appeared to be a rural village. The creatures were humanoid and wearing slate gray armor that seemed to swallow the light of the sun. Their eyes glowed like dying coals, each deep set in hollowed eye sockets. Their flesh was pulled tight as a drum around their bony faces. They held the weapons of nightmares, rusted hooks, pitted swords, and jagged scythes.

      Then it was gone, replaced by another. This time, she and Baylan were trudging through a forest, encountering a lone boy hacking down trees with a legendary weapon of Dragon fire. She saw herself bowing before Bezda Lightwalker in the Silver Tower’s high office. It was all happening too fast and impossible to comprehend. Her gestures pleaded for Bezda to listen. She saw her own mouth moving but was unable to hear the words. She saw herself fighting someone in the Tower then killing a fellow wizard who tried to put her in chains. Baylan grabbed her hand and dragged her into a shadowed hallway.

      Then there were snakes. Thousands of snakes with violet eyes swarming over the Tower’s bridge. There were so many the bridge couldn’t contain them all, some plummeting into the gorge below. The Tower’s roaring falls swept their wriggling bodies into the Far Sea.

      Gone and replaced. She saw a woman she didn’t recognize flailing on the ground behind the Arch Wizard’s desk. Her long golden hair fanned out over the rich carpets. Standing over her battered form was another woman, this one’s flesh covered in a thick carapace the color of red wine. Her eyes glowed with a sickening violet light. The dying woman’s limbs were twisted in the wrong direction, an eye gouged and hanging from the socket. Her cheek had been hacked with a blade on one side, giving her a lopsided smile that reached her ear and showed her clenched teeth. Three of her fingers had been chopped from one hand, each stump weeping blood. Her amputated fingers were spread about the floor, followed by a trail of bright blood.

      “Make it stop,” Lillian whispered. “No more!”

      Something tapped, and the visions vanished, the smaller sphere once again only showing her bloody reflection. The music box abruptly stopped, became a piercing screech, then nothing. It was as if all sound ceased to exist. The only noise she heard was the gurgle of her own blood rushing through her ears as her heart roared like a beating hammer.

      A high-backed chair sat in front of a fire that burned without a crackle. Her breath caught at her lack of awareness. How had she missed it before? A gnarled staff protruded from the edge of the chair and struck the floor with a thunderous tap, its sound the only sound besides her blood.

      “Do you like the baubles?” a crisp voice asked. “They were difficult to come by, a rare treasure in this age. Please do not touch them.” The figure groaned as he stood. “We have little time, and thus, the time for pleasantries must abate until a distant future.”

      He looked to be in his early twenties by Lillian’s guess. The man wore simple brown pants and a brown shirt, the linens spotless and without wrinkles. There was a series of bags draped across his chest, at least two hanging from each shoulder and resting on his hips. Around his neck was a pendant that looked to be made of bones. Human fingers, she guessed by the size of them. He wore fingerless gloves and clapped his hands, lips curling into a grin. The sounds of the world returned, fire crackling, earth softly rumbling above them, her own nervy breathing.

      “What do you want with me?” She took a step back. “Why am I here? Where is this? Am I dead? Is this the Shadow Realm?”

      He slowly raised his hand and closed his fist. Her mouth snapped shut, lips sealed, and she was unable to pry them apart. With an inner wave of relief, she noted that her body hadn’t changed, but only that it would not respond to her will. Some type of magic, but no form she recognized.

      “You do the listening,” he gave a slight bow, “and I do the talking.” The man let out a weary sigh and then smiled. His mouth was cascading rows of black teeth chiseled to points that traveled down as far as his throat. His eyes were heartless, constantly shifting in hue from black, to blue, to a light brown. Perhaps a demon of the Old Magic, maybe a god.

      He wagged his finger. “Not a god, but for the sake of mortal understanding, let’s go with it, shall we?” Before she could nod, he carried on. “This is my offer. I will restore your constitution such that you can survive this encounter and live another day with your partner. Haru’s blade will miraculously miss your neck, and you will have the strength to lay waste to your captors. Ride off into the sunset with Baylan, return to your Arch Wizard, and everything will be just wonderful. What do you say?”

      She tried to open her lips and found they could once again part. “I’m sure such gifts are not freely given. What name may I call you?” She hoped her tone relayed respect to avoid offending this creature.

      “No.” His lips formed a sinister smile. “Prodal is my name in the human tongue, though I have gone by others in different times.” A rumble sounded from above. Prodal looked up, and she followed his gaze, eyes going wide and mouth dropping open at finding a star-studded sky.

      It was a sky unlike any she had ever seen before. Among the stars were a dozen moons, each burning in a different shade of red. There were streaks of glittering dust and swirling nebulae frozen in eruptions of phantasmal light. Some were violet at the epicenter and transmuted into blues and greens at their fringes. Others featured golden yellow orbs like the sun on a cold morning.

      The low rumble became a thunder crack, drawing his gaze back to her and her eyes to his. “Time dwindles for us, and thus, this is my price. Your essence will be mine once you leave your physical form. You can save Baylan. He will live if you do this thing. Do we have a deal?” He asked, spreading his arms, and opening his palms.

      Anything for Baylan. “My essence. Do you mean my soul?”

      “The meaning is the same.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. “We have a deal.”

      “A wise decision.” Prodal clapped his hands together, and she was drawn from her feet and raised into the air. She kicked her legs and raked her arms, finding nothing. She knew it was a moot effort but couldn’t help herself from trying. She was drawn up and up, and thought that he would send her into that beautiful sky above.

      She stopped about eight feet from the floor, floating like a dust mote. “What are you doing? I thought—”

      She screamed as fiery pain lit up her forearm. Along her inner forearm, a swirling script was being etched into her flesh, rending it with a searing tattoo. Bits of charred flesh fluttered from the mark. A brand, she realized.

      “No!” she screamed. A terrible mistake. The brand went on from wrist to elbow, stopping with a surge of bone chilling cold. A wave of gooseflesh traveled from her neck to her toes and brought a shiver from her guts that threatened to loosen her bowels. I will not shit myself before this creature.

      Prodal uttered a laugh.

      The force that held her aloft on the air relinquished, sending her plummeting to the hard stone. The ground came up hard, and she landed on her side with a slap, ejecting the air from her lungs. She heaved out a breath, eyes watering and glaring up at him. What have I done?

      He gave her a jovial wave. “It was a pleasure. I will see you… soon.” He turned his back on her, lumbering for his chair.

      The foyer returned, and the timeless room vanished. She felt giant hands on her shoulders, ripping her to the floor, Haru’s blade hacking only dust. She stole a backward glance and predictably found no one.

      Haru cocked his head at her, eyes flickering with surprise. “You’re different,” he mumbled, brow furrowing as he drew his blade back for a second attempt.

      “Yes.” She grinned, and she was. She felt as if she’d spent the last week sleeping ten hours a day and eating nothing but the best of meals. She found her wounds were healed as she sprang to her feet and sent a flaming dart through Haru’s skull, blasting it open with mushroom shaped cavitation. His brains sprayed the face of the taskmaster standing behind him, making him drop his crossbrow with a retch. The crossbow clattered, and its hammer rang, sending the bolt into the crotch of the taskmaster across from him. The struck Tigerian fell to the ground with a shriek, hands clutching a red mess around his groin.

      “Die!” she screamed, summoning hunting knives of Dragon fire and driving them into the nearest Tigerian’s gut. She ripped the knives apart, spilling wet intestines onto her feet and bathing her ankles in warm blood. She drove another knife upward under a broad Tigerian’s jaw, pulling it up and splitting the feline face into ragged halves.

      Something cracked like glass, drawing her eyes. She saw that the Equalizer crystal hanging from Baylan’s neck had shattered. His face lit with a dark smile, eyes flashing with a blinding bluish-white brilliance.

      “Lillian,” he whispered.

      Portals cut the air where every Tigerian stood, each a long and razor-thin oval of white-blue light. Within each portal, the world of night outside the mansion’s steps could be seen. These portals, however, were not for transportation. They were for destruction.

      Thousands of years ago, wizards rarely used Phoenix portals because of their potential for harm. The risk was too great. They were wonderful for near-distance transportation, but they had to be summoned in a place where there was a low probability for there to be anything living as they sliced razor thin lines through all they touched. The other risk was merely stepping through them. Since they often left the wizard with unspeakable deformities over longer distances, they’d fallen out of the repertoire of most wizards. That was until a rebellious wizard realized that their destructive edges should be embraced as an effective weapon and not shunned as a poor method of transport.

      Phoenix portals winked in and out of existence, leaving only sparks and severed bodies and sliced limbs behind. Where the portals cut flesh, they cut everything including the timbers and the stones making up the floor. Baylan’s form became outlined in a thin band of shimmering white light, muscles flexing with renewed vigor. He wheeled and started for the few remaining Tigerians who had discarded their weapons, leaping for the main door. Baylan ran after them, chasing them down the front stairs and into the night.

      Lillian sighed and dismissed the Dragon. She folded her arms as Baylan’s portals worked through the few Tigerians who’d made a fruitless attempt at running before they were cut down. It was horrible. And it was beautiful.

      “So much blood,” she muttered over the last of their desperate screams. A roar called from the ceiling, and her eyes flicked up as an enormous ring of steel filled her vision. She protectively raised her hands and thunder roared in her ears as bits of plaster pelted her face.

      She slowly lowered her hands, swatting at a plume of white dust. A giant circular candelabra had come loose from the ceiling, narrowly missing her. A few of the candles still flickered. Had it landed on her, she would have surely been gravely injured, if not dead.

      Another time then, Prodal’s ancient voice laughed in her head.

      She swallowed, wiping a hand over her nose and lips. She pressed the hand against her chin with enough force to drive her jaw inward until it started to hurt. What have I done? She set her gaze on the blackened brand lining her inner arm. What have I done? She tried to rub it off but found it was part of her skin, like a new birthmark. What have I done!

      “Lillian?” Baylan stood in the frame of the doorway, chest heaving. “Heard the sound, came as fast as I could… are you okay?”

      She dropped the hand from her jaw and gave him a fierce nod. “I made a mistake,” she whispered so low he wouldn’t have been able to hear.

      “What?” The light in Baylan’s eyes faded as he released his hold on the Phoenix’s strength. He strode toward her and wrapped her up in his muscular arms. A flood of tears gushed from her eyes, wicking into his shirt. She pressed her face against his chest and heaved out a guttural sob.

      “You found me. You came back, you didn’t forget about me,” he said, holding her tight and rubbing her back. His hand went to her head, clasping the back of her neck.

      “Never. I could never forget you.” She walked her hands to his hips and walked them up to his chest, slightly pushing away so she could look into his sapphire eyes. He’d lost a lot of mass since she last felt him, his chest withered and bony.

      “Not a wound on you… but new scars.” Baylan said, his keen eyes narrowed as he looked her up and down. “You didn’t perhaps learn a new way to heal using the Dragon?”

      She pressed her forehead against his chest and shook her head. “No. But I’d rather not talk about that now. Can we please go home?” Her throat hitched.

      Baylan stroked her hair. “All this commotion will likely attract a lot of attention. There surely had to be some who fled. There are the hunters too, though they live about five miles off…” She felt him twist to peer about. “Let’s gather what marks we can, fresh clothing for traveling and be off. Your friend… I’m sorry for your loss. She seemed… lovely.”

      “She was,” Lillian sniffed. “I need to go to her.” Her heart gave a frantic pump at the prospect of finding Brenna alive, but then wilted, knowing in her gut that she was dead. A long breath ghosted from her lips.

      “Of course.” Baylan met her eyes, then wiped a hand down his mouth, smearing his lips in a mix of blood and dust. Behind him, the glow of the moon dimmed, coating the world outside in inky blacks.

      “But where…” Her mind was a muddled heap, not unlike the gore decorating the hallway. She peered about as if the answer would emerge from the spread of broken Tigerians. There were still a few who lived, she realized. Their limbs scraped at the wooden floor as desperate moans carried along the walls.

      “Helgar’s study.” Baylan’s eyes flicked to the doorway leading toward it.

      “Right.” She swallowed and followed his eyes. The doorframe’s ornamented edges had been ripped asunder when she blew the doors. “Can you finish the rest? I’d like to do this alone, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      He gave a few nods, lips pressed into a sympathetic line. He turned his back on her, and she watched as he stepped over a corpse to stand over a crawling Tigerian, his back fur singed and blistered.

      Lillian started for the study, hearing Baylan’s portal spark to life, muting one of the few remaining moans. She threaded her way under a thick beam that had fallen from the ceiling, resting askew in the vast hallway. A tiny fire the size of her finger danced on its edge, struggling to live.

      Within the study, the windows were like shattered teeth, sucking out the flaming curtains and the majority of the smoke. There was still enough to make her eyes water and throat burn. She couldn’t stay there long, though most of framing wood was dense and slow to burn.

      It felt like a vice was winding down in her chest, going so tight her heart might burst and kill her where she stood. She slowly walked into the middle of the room, scanning it with her eyes, letting them finally rest at where she knew Brenna would be.

      And there she was.

      Brenna hadn’t moved far from where she had fallen. She had crawled a few pitiful feet toward Helgar’s desk, streaking through a spreading disc of her own blood. Sofor’s sword strikes were accurate, one likely goring her heart and the other piercing a lung. She hoped her death had come quick.

      “Brenna,” Lillian breathed, her eyes blurring as if underwater as she stumbled for her. She managed to get her legs to lower her to the ground, kneeling at Brenna’s side. Brenna was on her side, legs splayed, her once luxurious hair thick with blood. Her skin was a sickening white, mouth fixed in the start of one of her beautiful smiles. The smile Lillian would never witness again.

      “I want to see you smile. Can you…? Why won’t you smile?” Lillian’s voice shuddered. She heaved a great sob that clawed her belly and made her arms tremble. “Won’t you smile one more time?” Her eyes screwed shut and hot tears streaked her cheeks. “Please smile, Brenna, please…” She struck Brenna’s chest with her fist and left it there. She was already cold, so terribly cold.

      Lillian eventually opened her eyes, her chest drawing staggering breaths, and slowly placed her hand on Brenna’s shoulder, turning her onto her back. She leaned over, closed her eyes, and placed a kiss on Brenna’s frozen lips. She stayed there for a long moment, hoping some vestige of Brenna could receive her love. Lillian raised herself up to kneeling, nodded, mastered her breath, and closed Brenna’s half-parted eyes with two fingers.

      It struck her then how only in death were people made real. Brenna was always an unfathomable hero in Lillian’s eyes, a mythical figure who could only ever exist in stories. But now she was dead. And it proved she had indeed once lived.

      “My life was bought by your death,” Lillian murmured, wiping away a tear.

      Lillian had pretended that the passage of time before this moment had been real, but she realized that nothing else before this moment mattered. Because this moment was true, which meant the future could be true too. But she knew in time, this memory would become fragmented and blurred. Brenna would lapse into the world of pretend. It would all move along in the ever-blackening clouds of time, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

      She shook her head and the thoughts away, knowing the path they strayed lead to nowhere. She fumbled her hands into Brenna’s pouches and retrieved Baylan’s bill of sale, not that they would need such paperwork in Zoria. There was always the chance they might be challenged by an Arbiter or worse, a bounty hunter.

      She gazed at Brenna’s corpse one last time as she stood. She swallowed hard. “Thank you, I won’t forget you… and what you did for us, all the sacrifices you made. The ultimate sacrifice. We won’t let your death go to waste. Our lives will matter. My only wish is that I had more time to get to know you…and to give you a proper burial.” Her breath caught, thinking Prodal might’ve been listening, but his horrible voice was gratefully absent. She could only hope it stayed that way. “Safe travels, Brenna. I hope the Shadow Realm finds you well.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      In about half an hour, they were ready to depart. Baylan sat upon Stanley’s back in one of Helgar’s well-tailored suits, though the image was diminished by the dirt and blood rimming his hairline. The suit’s legs were too short and showed his hairy shins. But they were his free shins, and they were wonderful. He and Helgar were apparently almost the same size.

      She donned one of the servant’s riding outfits, utterly lacking ostentation and favoring function over form. She tied her blood matted hair back into a ponytail, wincing in disgust as bits of dried blood flaked down her back. They were side by side about half a mile from the mansion, staring at it from the cobbled road. Flanking them on either side were long grasses, illuminated in the dim glow of the moon. The road led to the marble stairs that arced up to the main door, parted open like a broken mouth. One of the doors hung askew from a lone hinge, the other torn free.

      The grasses rustled in a breeze, and somewhere, an animal roared. They shared a glance. It was time to go. Kalli pawed at the ground, and Stanley snorted.

      “Do what you do best, my love,” Baylan said, giving her a proud smile.

      She pushed a laugh through her lips, but it was tainted by the brand throbbing on her forearm and by the pain of losing her only friend. He had yet to see her brand, and she would keep it that way, for a time. Lillian dismounted and took a few steps ahead of the horses. She embraced the Dragon, its familiar and welcoming rage coursing through her nerves like a tidal wave of strength. She inhaled sharply, drawing deep on her reserves.

      A meteor of flame appeared over the mansion, hovering for a second before she dragged her arms down. The meteor struck the roof, throwing out smaller fireballs into the night and roaring like a thunderbolt. The structure imploded, shrieking with a great wave of fire, and throwing flaming debris in every direction. Boards spun, bricks skittered across the stones, and paintings flipped as they withered to ash. From every window emerged a gout of flame, sending shattered glass twinkling like stars. The sides of the mansion were lifted off the ground and the walls torn into burning halves. Dragon fire raged and licked at the night, consuming all in its insatiable mouth.

      Baylan let out a great belly laugh with the mansion’s fires gleaming in his eyes.

      Lillian let the Dragon go and could only stare. A grim pit formed in her stomach and seemed to grow larger by the minute. She had paid a great price for this moment, and Brenna the greatest. She resolved that she should learn to enjoy it and all of those that came after it. The thought lent a lightness to her heart and lessened the weight in her belly.

      For the first time since arriving at the Oakmourn Plantation, she genuinely laughed. Baylan’s fingers twiddled at her hand and found their way to intertwining with hers. She gave it a squeeze, and he squeezed back.

      “We’re free,” Baylan breathed the last of his laugh.

      “Free,” Lillian echoed. She saw a flash of that starry infinity making up the ceiling of Prodal’s lair. A wise decision, she remembered him saying. She shook her head and the thoughts away. They heeled their mounts into motion and rode into the night, away from the dwindling conflagration. “Let’s go home.”
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